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This is a compilation of essays and comments prepared for the international 
workshop “Yiddishism and Creation of the Yiddish Nation”. The workshop was 
organized as a part of the research project "Research trend investigations in 
humanities studies and the formulation of research promotion policies" (research 
representative: Mari Nomura), which was subsidized by the Research Center for 
Science Systems of Japan Society for the Promotion of Science. It was held at the 
University of Tokyo on January 7, 2017, and at Kyoto University on January 9. 
Japan is one of the countries where "The Diary of Anne Frank" is read the 
most, and not a few people have heard of the Auschwitz concentration camp. In 
Japan, however, even researchers of contemporary European history, throughout 
the Cold War, did not accurately realize the fact that most of the estimated 6 
million Holocaust victims were from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet 
Union. 
The circumstances surrounding the research transformed dramatically after 
the regime changes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union that began in 1989. 
Researchers were now able to inspect the historical archives of Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet Union, which had been inaccessible during the Cold War. 
Since then, numerous researches have developed that clarify the entire picture of 
the Holocaust in these countries. This accompanied, among researchers in Japan 
as well, increasing academic interests in Jewish society and culture there that 
were extinguished during the Holocaust.      
The workshop “Yiddishism and Creation of the Yiddish Nation”, organized 
and participated by researchers of a younger generation, finds itself in line with 
this developing research trend, and tries to further extend its scope. With these 
young researchers at the helm, I hope that research on Jewish societies in Eastern 
Europe and Russia will further develop in Japan. I would like to take this 
opportunity to express my heartfelt gratitude to everyone who cooperated in 






Why Yiddishism? The Aim and Scope of the Workshop 
Yuu Nishimura 
 
Studies in Japan on the modern history of Jews in Europe is continually 
developing, extending the scope from the most discussed topics such as 
emancipation, counter-emancipation and antisemitism in Western Europe, to 
include, most recently, the history of Jews in Eastern Europe where large Jewish 
communities with distinctive culture and an autonomous way of life had long 
remained and where modern Jewish politics such as socialism and nationalism 
had emerged. This workshop was planned in accordance with this academic 
development, and focused on Yiddishism which had considerable importance in 
understanding modernity of Jews in Eastern Europe but continues to be less 
discussed in Japan. 
Yiddishism was a thought and movement that sought to elevate the status of 
Yiddish, the vernacular of Eastern European Jews, to the level of their national 
language, and, on this basis, to create the entire cultural system with all the 
components of European-style high culture: literature, journalism, art, secular 
education and scholarship. In other words, Yiddishism was a movement to create 
the national culture based on Yiddish and through it to unite the Yiddish speaking 
Jews to a national community, or the Yiddish nation. From around the late 
nineteenth century, not a few Jewish writers, scholars, and political activists in 
Eastern Europe began to share the idea of Yiddishism. This was a period when the 
values of traditional Jewish society, whose demographical center was set within 
the Russian Empire, had been shaken by modernization. Especially after the 
pogrom hit the southern part of the Pale of Settlement in 1881, Jewish 
intellectuals who had once been oriented toward integration into the surrounding 
populations began reframing their identities through returning to their Jewish 
origins. Influenced by ideas prevailing widely at that time such as nationalism, 
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populism and socialism, the celebration of Yiddish, the mother tongue of 
unassimilated Jewish masses who were assumed to be the reservoir of their 
national distinctiveness, gained increasing popularity.  
Although Yiddishism has been a less known topic in Japan, even to the 
researchers of Jewish history, it was and is by no means a negligible phenomenon 
both to Jewish people at that time and to scholars today. This is because, firstly, it 
reflects the dramatic social changes that occurred in the modern history of 
Yiddish speaking Jews, the largest Jewish community before WWII: 
secularization, modernization, class stratification, as well as the emergence of 
modern political movements defining Jews as a nation and calling for its national 
rights. The project of Yiddishism was wide-ranged: standardizing Yiddish, 
promoting Yiddish high-culture, collecting all the historical materials concerning 
Eastern European Jews so that they could research their own past and present. Its 
greatest achievement was the establishment of Yidisher visnshaftlekher institut 
(Yiddish Scientific Institute) known as YIVO in Vilna in 1925. YIVO is now 
known as YIVO Institute for Jewish Research and is functioning in New York City 
as the leading research institute on Jews in Eastern Europe and their emigrants. 
None of the researchers of this field can do without it, and when they delve into 
its holdings, they are, whether consciously or not, touching the legacy of 
Yiddishism.  
Yiddishism, basically a cultural trend, was, at the same time, associated 
with a political current called Diaspora nationalism or Autonomism, which 
emerged in the same period as the rise of Zionism and was no less important. 
Contrarily to Zionism which envisioned a Jewish national home in Palestine, 
Diaspora nationalists, or Autonomists, tried to get national autonomy for Jews 
within the countries where they had already lived: The Jewish labor Bund, a 
socialist party established in 1897 – in the same year in which the first World 
Zionist Congress met – was quite an influential party carrying the banner of 
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national cultural autonomy based on Yiddish; Liberal intellectuals’ Folksparty 
(People’s party) in interwar Poland headed by Noah Prylucki also called for 
non-territorial national autonomy, which was first advocated by the historian 
Shimon Dubnow in the Imperial Russia in his series of articles published from 
also 1897. To these autonomists, Yiddish language and culture that was 
sophisticated to the same level as those of modern European nations was the 
grounds on which they could claim that the Jews were a separate nation entitled to 
national rights including autonomy and could denounce disgraceful treatment of 
them.        
This point, the connection between Yiddishism and the Jewish national 
movement with autonomist orientation, is one of the reasons why I wanted to 
focus on Yiddishism in this workshop. General public – apart from a small 
number of scholars of Jewish studies – often understand modern Jewish history as 
a series of events from anti-Semitism in Europe, emergence of Zionism, 
Holocaust and the creation of Israel. However, when we delve into the history of 
Eastern European Jews, having Yiddishism as our guide, we will find this was not 
the only potential course. Recent works of Taro Tsurumi and Haruka Miyazaki, 
discussants in the Workshop, have shown that even Zionists in the Russian 
Empire and the Second Polish Republic did not seek Jewish exodus from Europe 
but rather envisioned survival of Jews as an autonomous nation either in Russia or 
in Poland1. Knowing about Yiddishism and its related national movement will 
help us further understand the multiple facets of modern Jewish history and 
diverse perspectives held by leaders of Jewish national movements that did not 
converge in Zionism and creation of the Jewish nation-state.     
This gives us an opportunity to reconsider nationalism or national 
movements in general. This is what I expected from this workshop. We may 
consider Yiddishism, which did not require its own national territory or state but 
limited its demands to the development of its national culture, a nationalism of a 
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special kind. We may, however, question whether this type of nationalism was 
really exceptional or not. 
Czech historian Miroslav Hroch analyzed the national demands of 
non-dominant ethnic groups in the multinational states of the Austrio-Hungarian 
Empire and the Russian Empire, and summarized a national movement as 
“purposeful strive to gain all the attributes that full national existence [i.e. the 
state-nation] had”, while the ethnic group in question missed2. The missing 
attributes can be categorized in three points: (1) the fully developed social 
structure with its own economic elites; (2) political autonomy or independence; 
(3) national high culture based on its own national language. The program of 
national movements could be either social, political or cultural, in correspondence 
with these missing attributes of the ethnic groups in question. It could be only 
social or cultural and “the full independence in the form of nation-state was not 
necessarily its ultimate goal nor did it have to be achieved3” This can be seen, for 
example, in the national demands of non-Russian ethnicities that were expressed 
in the Russian State Duma after the 1905 Revolution: Their demands 
concentrated on cultural matters such as freedom for education in their own 
language or a freer hand in territorial administration. Their political demands 
were quite moderate: At best, some kind of territorial autonomy4.  
Seen against this background, Yiddishism was not such an unusual national 
movement compared to others. It became unique only after WWI which marked 
the corruption of the multinational Empires and the creation of nation-states, 
which was to some national movements beyond their expectations. While other 
newly created state-nations promoted national culture by using their national 
devices such as national academy or public education, Yiddishists for their part, 
had no such foundations to rely on. Without having its own state, they continued 
their effort to establish the Yiddish national culture, or the Yiddish nation. 
This was obviously a difficult project, not only because they did not have 
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their own state, but also because they had to compete with another linguistic 
Jewish nationalism, Hebraism. As is explained in the papers, Eastern European 
Jews were traditionally diglossic people. They used Hebrew for Judaic studies 
and prayers, and Yiddish for daily life. The rise of Jewish nationalism, especially 
Zionism, accompanied Hebrew revival. So, if there was anything unique to 
Yiddishism as a national movement, it was in this point that it had to compete 
with another Jewish language that also wanted to get status as the national 
language of Jews. It is true that not all the Yiddisists rejected Hebrew and vise 
versa, but, in practice, having two national languages was not realistic. It is 
understandable that some Yiddishists struggled militantly against Hebraism, for if 
they wanted to live further within the states where they had already lived, as 
advocated in the political program of Diaspora nationalism or Autonomism, this 
logically required Jews to use the official language of the countries where they 
lived. As radical Yiddishist and anti-Zionist Bundists in interwar Poland argued, 
Hebrew in addition to Yiddish and Polish was unacceptable (the reason for which 
was both practical and ideological)5. We should keep in mind, however, that the 
real threat to them was not Hebraism, whose center was in Palestine, but rather 
voluntary assimilation toward the state’s official language which was motivated 
by aspirations for a better life.  
The Holocaust, the foundation of Israel whose official language is Hebrew, 
and linguistic assimilation in Diaspora, caused drastic decline of the population of 
Yiddish speakers. Before the WWII, they numbered 11 million across the globe, 
but now are under one million. Scholarship in Yiddish, which YIVO strove to 
establish, made way for scholarship in English in the North America or in Hebrew 
in Israel. This leaves questions such as: What does this mean to the legacy of 
Yiddishism? Does this mean the end of the yidishe visnshaft (Yiddish scholarship), 
which YIVO sought to establish, or renewal of it? (Note that yidish has double 
meanings of both Yiddish and Jewish.) These may be of interest not only for 
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scholars in Jewish studies, but also for those who are interested in nationalism and 
language in general. Having this in mind, I hope that the workshop did, and this 
publication will, help expanding our understanding of the history of Jews, and 
also seeing the countries where they lived in a somewhat different light.  
 
＊ ＊ ＊ 
The workshop was held in Tokyo and Kyoto, each with a different theme. 
The participants included researchers of Jewish studies and other fields such as 
history of Central and Eastern Europe, literature, and philosophy. 
The workshop in Tokyo, themed “Yiddishism: Ideas and Movements,” 
traced the thoughts and efforts of Jewish intellectuals in establishing YIVO and its 
early history (C. Kuzinitz, “Knowledge for the Pople”), as well as the final years 
of Noah Prylucki, one of the involved Yiddishist scholars and a prominent Folkist 
politician who died in Soviet occupied Vilna in 1941 (K. Weiser, “Warsaw, Vilna 
or New York”). The talks were followed by discussants’ comments (T. Tsurumi, 
“How Jewish, How East European?” and H. Miyakzaki “Who can become a 
Member of the Yiddish Nation”), which are also printed in this volume.    
In Kyoto, the workshop had the theme “Vilna, the Capital of Yiddishland” 
and focused on the city of Vilna (Vilne in Yiddish, now the capital of Lithuania: 
Vilnius), which had special meaning in Eastern European Jewish society in 
general and in modern Yiddish culture and Yiddihism in particular. Kuznitz’s talk 
(“The Capital of Yiddishland”) gave us a vivid image of the interwar Yiddish 
Vilna, setting it within a historical perspective. Weiser’s talk (“Warsaw vs. Vilna”) 
led us to diverse realities for each place that composed Yiddishland, the real and 
imagined world of Yiddish speaking Jews. In addition to these lectures, a paper on 
Vilna’s Jewish writers from a scholar in Japan (M. Tanaka, “Āagary and Yung 
Vilne”) was presented and there was musical performance by Klezmer band 
Orkester Dreydel (Hinoue Chitoshi and Kotaro Hata).  
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I would like to take this opportunity to express my deepest gratitude to all 
the speakers and performers, and all the participants at the workshop.  
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Part I   









Knowledge for the People: 
YIVO and the Development of Yiddish Scholarship1 
Cecile E. Kuznitz 
 
Imagine the following scene: it is Saint Petersburg in the spring of 1917, 
shortly after the Russian Revolution. Jewish students and intellectuals gathered in 
the apartment that some of them share to celebrate the overthrow of the tsar and 
discuss their dream of building Jewish culture in a new democratic Russia. At this 
time there lived in Saint Petersburg many of the figures who would be among the 
founders of the Yidisher visnshaftlekher institut [Yiddish Scientific Institute], 
known by its acronym YIVO. These included Elias Tcherikower, the future head 
of YIVO’s Historical Section; the linguist Zelig Kalmanovitch, later an 
administrator at YIVO and the editor of many of its publications; and the scholar 
Max Weinreich, who would become the institute’s most important leader and 
intellectual figure. 
At this evening in 1917 the linguist and literary scholar Nokhem Shtif 
suddenly interrupted the festivities. As another guest later recalled: 
 
At such a party and in such an atmosphere Nokhem Shtif got up and gave 
a deeply serious speech.  . . . [He said that]  there must be established a 
Yiddish scholarly academy of the first rank for Yiddish, for Yiddish 
literature, and for Yiddish folklore as well as for all branches of 
scholarship that have a direct relationship to Jewish life. Certainly such a 
thing will not happen the day after tomorrow, but we must now set such 
an academy as a goal.2 
 
In 1925 Shtif realized his dream with the creation of YIVO, the first center 
for scholarship in Yiddish (the traditional vernacular language of European Jews) 
and about the history and culture of Yiddish-speaking Jewry. Yet why in 1917, at 
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a time of such great upheaval in Russia, did Shtif and his colleagues see the 
creation of a “Yiddish scholarly academy” as such a priority? 
To begin to answer this question we should keep in mind the developments 
of the mid and late nineteenth century, when many minority groups in the large 
multi-ethnic empires of Central and Eastern Europe – specifically the Habsburg 
and tsarist empires – developed nationalist aspirations. As part of these 
movements, national activists in the region set about researching their own 
vernacular languages and traditions. According to the theories of the time, which 
were rooted in the ideas of the German thinker Johann Gottfried von Herder, a 
group’s possessing its own distinct language and culture was a marker of its status 
as a nation. In this way, documenting vernacular cultures had political 
implications, since it could bolster a group’s claim to minority rights and even to 
statehood. 
When European Jews adopted these ideas they created not one but two 
nationalist movements. On the one hand, Zionism argued for the creation of a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine and the revival of Hebrew, the “holy tongue” of 
study and prayer that had not been a spoken language for 2000 years. On the other, 
Diaspora nationalists affirmed Jews’ status as a minority group dispersed 
throughout Europe and indeed the world. They advocated measures to secure 
Jews’ rights in the lands of their residence and to develop a national culture in the 
Yiddish language.3 Without the goal of a homeland as a focus, language replaced 
territory as the defining factor of the so-called “Yiddish nation.” While Yiddish 
was often denigrated as a mere “jargon” associated with women and the 
uneducated, Diaspora nationalists valued it as a reflection of the spirit of the 
“folk,” the Jewish masses.  
Thus one of YIVO’s primary goals was to raise the prestige of Yiddish by 
documenting its long history and contemporary vitality. It also served as a body 
with the authority to set rules for Yiddish spelling, grammar, and usage, 
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analogous to the Academie Française for the French language. By researching 
Yiddish and creating a standardized tongue, YIVO sought to elevate it from a 
lowly vernacular to a vehicle of high culture. In this way, Diaspora nationalists 
believed that YIVO would not only win respect and rights for the Yiddish 
language, but also for all of its 11 million speakers.  
Such claims took on new weight in the wake of World War I, as 
multi-ethnic empires were replaced by new nation states with significant ethnic 
minority populations. At the Paris Peace Conference these states were compelled 
to sign a series of Minorities Treaties that mandated government support for the 
cultural and educational work of each county’s national minorities, including 
Jews. Diaspora nationalists hoped that these treaties would create a framework for 
developing a national culture in Yiddish with a secure base of government 
funding. Although the treaties were rarely enforced in practice, they led Jewish 
activists to begin the interwar period in a mood of optimism.  
Thus in the 1920s these activists set about building a network of modern, 
secular institutions functioning in the Yiddish language. These included 
newspapers, publishing houses, literary clubs, and theaters as well as schools 
from the level of kindergartens to teachers seminaries. Shtif saw YIVO as the 
equivalent of a Yiddish university, complementing lower-level schools by filling 
in the “higher rungs on the pedagogical ladder.”4 Thus in the interwar period 
YIVO became not just an academy for scholars but the apex of an entire cultural 
network, what supporters called “the crown of the building of secular Yiddish 
culture.”5 
 
While the rise of nationalism provided one impetus for documenting 
vernacular cultures, another was the sense that much heritage was in imminent 
danger of being lost. By the nineteenth century many European groups feared that 
their traditional ways of life were threatened by the forces of modernization, 
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urbanization, and secularization. In 1891, the historian and theoretician of 
Diaspora nationalism Simon Dubnow published a famous essay lamenting that 
East European Jews were woefully ignorant of their own history. Important books 
and documents were uncatalogued and uncared for, so that scholars could not 
identify the sources they needed for their work and knowledge of the Jewish past 
was endangered. Dubnow issued a call to collect and preserve such valuable 
material, a portion of which eventually made its way to YIVO.6 
Such concerns intensified with the widespread destruction and displacement 
of World War I, which had a disproportionate impact on the dense Jewish 
communities of Eastern Europe. As we have seen, in the wake of the overthrow of 
the tsarist regime in February 1917 Nokhem Shtif and his colleagues envisaged an 
institute for Yiddish scholarship in a newly democratic Russian state. Yet these 
plans were soon dashed by the Bolshevik Revolution, which led many Jewish 
activists to flee in the wake of war, famine, and political repression. Most went to 
Ukraine, which for a short time offered the promise of Jewish autonomy but was 
soon engulfed in a wave of violent pogroms. Many then settled in Berlin, which 
proved another temporary refuge. Their wanderings strengthened their conviction 
of the need for a secure haven in which to pursue their work and build Yiddish 
culture. 
It was in Berlin in fall 1924 that Shtif once again tried to realize his dream, 
composing a detailed memorandum entitled “On a Yiddish Academic Institute.”7 
In it he laid out a plan for four research sections plus a library and archives, which 
closely matched the structure that YIVO would adopt. The largest section, 
Philology, included the study of Yiddish language, literature, and folklore. The 
Historical Section emphasized the Jewish past in Eastern Europe, while sections 
for Economic-Statistics and Psychology-Pedagogy studied problems of 
contemporary Jewish life. Shtif envisioned an organization with its headquarters 
in Berlin, his current place of residence, and branches in Yiddish-speaking 
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communities throughout the world.  
In his memorandum Shtif vividly described the plight of would-be Yiddish 
scholars like himself: they worked in isolation without any institutional backing 
or secure income and often faced great difficulties in obtaining access to needed 
material. YIVO addressed these concerns by fulfilling Dubnow’s call for a central 
repository where scholars, students, and the interested public could find the 
sources they needed to study Jewish life and society. Shtif and his colleagues also 
imagined YIVO as a place where they could gather, meet like-minded scholars, 
and obtain support for their work. Thus the institute served as a central address 
for both the people and the materials necessary for creating Yiddish culture. 
Moreover, YIVO served as a center for Yiddish in a symbolic sense as well. 
Even as they followed in the footsteps of other European nationalist movements, 
Diaspora nationalists faced a unique challenge: they represented a nation that had 
no territory of its own and was scattered across the countries of Eastern Europe, 
with emigrant outposts from North America to South Africa. To its supporters 
YIVO functioned as a focal point for Jewish identity in this expansive Diaspora. 
For the stateless “Yiddish nation,” defined by language rather than land, 
YIVO was the closest that Yiddish speakers came to a national institution. It was 
the equivalent of a national library, university, and language academy. Moreover, 
it was even described as holding political significance: one supporter wrote that it 
served “the dispersed Jewish people . . . instead of a government.”8 As the 
linguist Noah Prylucki put it, “Yiddish itself is recognized as a territory, the 
anarchic republic with its seat in Vilna. YIVO is the scholarly academy of the 
territory ‘Yiddish.’”9 
As Prylucki noted, if the “anarchic republic” sometimes referred to as 
“Yiddishland” had a capital, it was Vilna. In the interwar period this city was 
Wilno, Poland (today it is Vilnius, Lithuania) but to Jews it was known as “the 
Jerusalem of Lithuania.” Long renowned for its Jewish scholarship and 
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publishing, in the nineteenth century it also became a center of haskalah [the 
Jewish Enlightenment movement]. Vilna was located in the region that 
Yiddish-speaking Jews referred to as Lite [Lithuania], which included all of the 
Baltics as well as parts of present-day Belarus and Eastern Poland. Since this area 
had historically been multi-ethnic and multi-lingual, there was less pressure on 
Jews to assimilate into one or another dominant non-Jewish culture. As a result, it 
became fertile ground for modern Jewish cultural and political movements. 
While in other locales upwardly mobile Jews tended to abandon Yiddish in 
favor of European languages such as German or Russian, in Vilna all streams of 
Jewish society continued to use the language in large numbers. In addition, while 
both Zionism and Diaspora nationalism flourished in the city, tensions between 
the two camps were less pronounced than elsewhere and both tended to conduct 
business in Yiddish. Thus the language became a matter of Jewish pride rather 
than a point of division. By the interwar period Vilna was the site of arguably the 
greatest flowering of secular Yiddish culture, home to a network of renowned 
institutions that included schools, theaters, and literary movements. 
YIVO’s earliest supporters agreed with Shtif’s proposal that their 
headquarters should be in “a great European center” such as Berlin or possibly 
Vienna.10  Yet Shtif was disappointed by the initial lukewarm responses he 
received from leading Diaspora nationalists in the West, including Dubnow in 
Berlin and Chaim Zhitlowsky in New York. In stark contrast Shtif’s memorandum 
was enthusiastically championed by a group of Vilna activists, many of whom 
had ties to the Yiddish secular school movement. At its head were two figures 
who would become the institute’s leaders throughout the interwar period: Max 
Weinreich and the linguist and journalist Zalman Reisen. In fact, it quickly 
became clear that YIVO’s strongest base of support was in Vilna and the 
surrounding region of Lite. By spring 1926 its Berlin office was virtually inactive, 
while the Vilna branch had already prepared the institute’s first scholarly 
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publication and gathered thousands of items for its collections. 
Although it took two years for YIVO’s leaders to settle on Vilna as their 
center, in retrospect all agreed that “the Jerusalem of Lithuania” was a fitting 
home for the first institute devoted to Yiddish scholarship. In 1928 YIVO 
purchased a building in a newly developed neighborhood of Vilna a short distance 
from the dilapidated Jewish quarter. Once the renovated headquarters finally 
opened in January 1933, its verdant setting and modern furnishings presented an 
image of Yiddish culture as forward-looking and innovative. The building soon 
became both a local landmark and an international tourist attraction. As the YIVO 
newsletter Yedies [News] wrote, “People come from all countries and parts of the 
world, and as they arrive in Vilna they go first of all to YIVO.”11 If Vilna was the 
closest that the “Yiddish nation” came to a capital city, then the YIVO 
headquarters was the nearest it had to a capitol building. 
 
The phrase invoked repeatedly to describe YIVO’s overarching mission was 
its desire “to serve the ‘folk,’” the Yiddish-speaking masses, by producing 
research with relevance to its own experiences. But just how would an 
organization devoted to such arcane matters as Yiddish grammar be germane to 
ordinary Jewish men and women? One way was by studying the life of the folk 
itself. Here too YIVO was inspired by the work of Simon Dubnow. As a historian 
Dubnow pioneered the “sociological” approach to Jewish history that stressed the 
experiences of common people. In contrast to earlier Jewish scholarship that 
focused on great rabbis and intellectual trends, Dubnow explored daily life and 
broad-based social movements. YIVO carried on Dubnow’s legacy with its 
commitment to documenting and researching the lives of the Jewish masses. For 
example, the Historical Section examined phenomena such as the Jewish labor 
movement that involved a large number of workers. 
Folklore was considered the quintessential product of folk culture, and 
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YIVO’s Ethnographic Commission (a subdivision of the Philological Section) 
was one of its most active and successful divisions. While the institute’s scholars 
viewed folklore as a remnant of a traditional way of life on the wane in the 
modern era, they were also committed to investigating contemporary Jewish 
society. The Economic-Statistical Section researched current economic and 
demographic trends among a broad segment of the Jewish public, while the 
Psychological-Pedagogical Section collected data on Jewish education and 
worked closely with the Yiddish secular schools in Vilna. 
As Dubnow had realized in 1891, in order to study the folk scholars first 
needed to gather the necessary documents and data. Thus building a library and 
archives was the crucial first step in YIVO’s work. But how could a small 
institution with a limited and uncertain budget create what are still today the 
world’s largest collections on East European Jewry?  It turned to the folk itself, 
enlisting ordinary individuals to become zamlers [collectors]. Just as Dubnow had 
appealed to his readers, so now YIVO issued calls for its supporters to gather 
materials in their hometowns and cities around the world and send them to the 
institute’s Vilna headquarters. 
The response to YIVO’s requests quickly exceeded all expectations. By 
March 1926 supporters had sent 3,000 items to the Ethnographic Commission.12 
While the initiative to collect folklore was the most successful, zamlers gathered a 
range of material including bibliographic data for the Bibliographic Commission, 
Yiddish vocabulary for the Terminological Commission, historical documents for 
the Historical Section, and statistics for the Economic-Statistical Section. 
Networks of zamlers were concentrated in Poland and the Baltics but developed 
in Yiddish-speaking communities throughout the world. By 1929 there were 163 
zamlerkrayzn [collectors circles] working on the institute’s behalf and the 
Ethnographic Commission had accessioned 50,000 items of folklore.13 
In addition to building the YIVO collections, the zamlers played a crucial 
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role in generating funds to support the institute’s work. YIVO’s founders initially 
hoped that the Polish state would cover a significant portion of its budget under 
the provisions of the Minorities Treaties. Yet the Polish national government 
seldom fulfilled its treaty obligations and formally abrogated them in 1934. 
Shtif’s initial appeals to Yiddish activists in Berlin and New York show his 
expectation of major support from the relatively affluent Jewish communities of 
Western Europe and the United States. While American organizations did cover a 
large percentage of YIVO’s budget until the onset of the Great Depression, 
however, Jewish philanthropic aid was never forthcoming on the scale that the 
founders had hoped. 
Thus the institute turned to its grassroots supporters in Vilna, Poland, and 
throughout the world. It argued that since YIVO functioned as the equivalent of a 
national language academy, library, and university it would normally be funded 
by tax dollars. Since Yiddish-speaking Jews had no state that could impose taxes, 
they had a duty to pay a kind of voluntary tax to support their national institutions. 
As Elias Tcherikower put it in a fundraising speech, “We have become the folk’s 
Ministry of Education. The folk must become our Ministry of Finance!”14 In fact, 
members of the folk responded to the institute’s appeals in large numbers. Local 
governments and Jewish kehillahs [communal authorities] in Poland also 
provided small subsidies, which YIVO took as an acknowledgement of the 
institute’s national status. Yet the general impoverishment of Eastern Europe in 
the interwar period meant that these sums covered only a small portion of YIVO’s 
budget, and the institute always struggled to finance its activities. 
Given these difficult economic conditions the dedication of the zamlers was 
all the more remarkable. In 1927 the Yedies praised the “devoted zamlers who 
saved their last pennies in order to help the work of YIVO. People who live in 
great need nevertheless manage to send regularly very heavy packages with 
various materials . . .”15 A 1929 survey found that over a third of zamlers were 
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manual laborers or merchants, while students and teachers comprised another 
quarter.16 Correspondence preserved today in the YIVO Archives provides a 
vivid picture of the challenges these collectors faced in their work. Some wrote in 
between waiting on customers in their shops, asking for small sums of money to 
buy paper and stamps so that they could record and mail their contributions to 
Vilna.  
While YIVO often spoke of its desire to “serve the folk,” the success of its 
zamler initiatives shows that the institute had indeed forged a bond with ordinary 
Jews. These individuals often faced poverty and antisemitism in their daily lives, 
yet through their work for YIVO they felt they were contributing to a great 
cultural undertaking. As one put it, “With joy I proclaim myself a porter of clay, 
sand, and brick for the palace of the people called the Yiddish Scientific 
Institute.”17 A Warsaw newspaper wrote that "ninety-nine percent" of the zamlers 
were "simple, barely educated or entirely uneducated workers" who "wring out of 
their lives of hunger a wonderful crown of Yiddish scholarship.”18 Despite the 
element of hyperbole in such formulations, YIVO did demonstrate how to create 
scholarship about the folk in partnership with the folk itself.  
For YIVO, “serving the folk” meant not only studying ordinary Jews but 
also producing research that would benefit the broad Jewish public. In the view of 
Diaspora nationalists, YIVO’s work to standardize and develop Yiddish helped to 
raise the status of the language and thus promote recognition of Yiddish-speaking 
Jewry and its culture. Thus even specialized studies of Yiddish terminology or 
orthography aided the larger “Yiddish nation” by advancing the cause of Jewish 
national rights. More concretely, the Economic-Statistical Section investigated 
matters such as contemporary employment and migration patterns that had very 
real implications by the 1930s, a time when European Jews faced rising 
impoverishment and persecution. Yet members of the Historical Section argued 
that even research on distant eras had a role to play in addressing present-day 
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concerns. The historian Emanuel Ringelblum, a leader of the section, described 
doing “work that intends not simply to make known the Jewish past but which 
will serve as a support in the struggle that the Jewish community is carrying out 
in Poland for its national and social liberation.”19 
For YIVO’s scholarship to truly help the folk it had to be accessible to a 
wide audience. The institute’s leaders often affirmed their commitment to 
producing work not only for scholars and intellectuals but for ordinary men and 
women. For years they discussed a number of publications designed for the 
general public, such as study guides that could be used at home for self-education, 
yet they also feared lowering their academic standards for the sake of 
popularization. Since YIVO always faced severe budget constraints it could only 
carry out a fraction of its proposed projects. Thus in practice it prioritized more 
strictly scholarly publications such as the series of Shriftn [Writings] produced by 
each of its four research sections. 
 
An even greater tension in YIVO’s work was over the role of politics. Given 
the plethora of competing Jewish ideologies in interwar Eastern Europe and the 
intensity of debates within Jewish society, it is hardly surprising that such 
conflicts impacted the institute. While YIVO’s leaders were committed to 
addressing issues of immediate import to the Jewish public, they were equally 
determined to avoid taking openly political stances. Maintaining this balance was 
one of the central challenges facing the institute throughout its history. Even at the 
time of YIVO’s founding arguments erupted over just how close it should come to 
embracing a particular political camp, and these arguments continued and even 
intensified over the next two decades. 
While YIVO often described itself as a non-partisan institution, its roots 
clearly lay in the ideology of Diaspora nationalism and its founders were all 
affiliated with one or another stream of that movement. Many YIVO supporters 
 24 
 
and certain leaders, in particular those based in Warsaw, were loyal to one of two 
socialist parties: the Diaspora nationalist Jewish Labor Bund or the left wing of 
Poale Zion [Workers of Zion], which balanced commitments to the Diaspora and 
to Zionism. Members of these parties often pressured the institute to support 
socialist causes, yet such calls were consistently rejected by YIVO’s main figures 
in Vilna. 
These tensions are revealed in YIVO’s relationship to TSYSHO (Yiddish 
acronym for Central Yiddish School Organization), the largest network of Yiddish 
secular schools in Eastern Europe. Yiddish activists saw the work of the two 
institutions as closely linked, with YIVO serving as a capstone to the TSYSHO 
network. TSYSHO leaders viewed an academy for Yiddish scholarship as a 
necessary complement to their own work. They hoped it would fill such practical 
functions as setting standards for the Yiddish used in their classrooms and 
producing teaching materials in the language. 
YIVO, in turn, regarded the Yiddish secular schools as crucial to its own 
success. Members of the Psychological-Pedagogical Section used the schools as 
research sites, observing the development of Yiddish-speaking pupils. More 
broadly, YIVO looked to TSYSHO as training the first generation of students to 
receive a systematic, modern education in its mother tongue. These young people 
were equipped with the skills to appreciate Yiddish scholarship and imbued with 
the values of secular Jewish culture and Diaspora nationalism. YIVO thus saw 
TSYSHO pupils and graduates as the audience for its work and the core of its 
future support. In fact, the Yiddish schools often encouraged students to work on 
behalf of YIVO, often by collecting materials as part of homework assignments. 
In this way teachers would “accustom them from the school bench on to take an 
active part . . . in general cultural-social work.”20 
YIVO and TSYSHO did collaborate in several ways, for example by 
organizing joint fundraising campaigns in the difficult economic conditions of the 
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interwar period. YIVO also assisted the schools by sponsoring a series of teacher 
training courses in the late 1930s. Nevertheless, their relationship was always 
fraught. One reason was that YIVO disappointed TSYSHO leaders by never 
fulfilling plans to publish educational materials, choosing instead to devote 
resources to more strictly scholarly projects. Another was that on several 
occasions YIVO declined to join in expressions of support for Yiddish schools 
that were harassed by the Polish government. Since TSYSHO was seen as closer 
to the socialist camp, YIVO leaders were wary of being too much allied with the 
secular school movement and thus tarred with the same brush.21 Thus despite 
their affinity and to the frustration of many, YIVO set limits on its public 
identification with TSYSHO.  
To critics within YIVO such a position was an abdication of the institute’s 
mission to “serve the folk.” In their view the folk meant ordinary workers, whose 
interests were only truly represented by socialist parties. In addition, Marxists 
such as the historian Raphael Mahler argued that all scholarship inevitably bore 
the imprint of class bias, so YIVO would do best to adopt openly a 
class-conscious approach in its work. A majority of YIVO’s leaders, however, 
maintained that the institute could only fulfill its mandate if it embraced the entire 
folk and did not alienate a segment of the Jewish public with controversial 
political positions. It also upheld Dubnow’s principle that “neutrality in social 
questions is after all the holiest principle of scholarship.”22 
While such debates played out among the institute’s supporters, its external 
critics were even more fierce. Only a few months before YIVO began its 
activities in the fall of 1925 Zionists founded their own center for Jewish research, 
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. In the same years the Soviet government 
sponsored academies for Yiddish scholarship in Minsk and Kiev, while in Warsaw 
the Instytut Nauk Judaistycznych [Institute for Jewish Studies] carried out its 
work in Polish and Hebrew. Thus YIVO operated alongside similar institutions 
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rooted in Zionist, communist, and liberal worldviews. At the same time, Orthodox 
Jews with no interest in secular scholarship in any of its guises sought to 
reinvigorate traditional Jewish study through institutions such as the Yeshivas 
Hakhme Lublin [Rabbinical Academy of the Scholars of Lublin].  
Supporters of the Hebrew University often accused YIVO of hostility to 
Zionism and Hebrew, while YIVO attacked the Instytut Nauk Judaistycznych for 
its supposed assimilationist agenda. By contrast YIVO began on friendly terms 
with the Soviet academies, which focused on similar research topics and 
published in the same language. In this period the Soviet policy of support for its 
minority cultures seemed like the realization of Diaspora nationalists’ highest 
aspirations. Many Jewish activists in Poland looked with envy at the Soviet 
academies, where Yiddish scholars pursued their work with government funding. 
In fact, it was the promise of a secure post in Kiev that lured Nokhem Shtif to 
abandon YIVO in spring 1926 just as his long anticipated plan was finally being 
realized. Yet by the late 1920s Soviet authorities became increasingly repressive 
and scholars found it difficult to maintain professional contacts abroad. Soviet 
researchers were eventually forced to denounce their YIVO colleagues as 
promoting “fascisized Yiddishism,” thus demonstrating the dangers of unchecked 
political partisanship.23 
 
After a few years of energetic work YIVO celebrated its achievements and 
laid the cornerstone of its Vilna headquarters at its first international conference in 
October 1929. Yet only days later the Wall Street crash set off an international 
economic crisis. In the following years donations to YIVO plunged, particularly 
from the United States, while renovation costs for the headquarters climbed. 
While completing its new home nearly bankrupted the institute, by the mid 
1930s YIVO was recovering and even expanding its programs. It established new 
divisions such as an Art Section inaugurated with an exhibit of engravings by 
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Marc Chagall. It also fulfilled the last major element of Shtif’s memorandum in 
1934 by founding a teaching component called the Aspirantur. Although much 
more modest in size and scope than a Yiddish university, the Aspirantur provided 
advanced training to a small number of students in the areas of YIVO’s research. 
The institute thus finally completed all the “rungs on the pedagogical ladder” 
begun by TSYSHO, allowing Jewish youth to receive a modern education in 
Yiddish from pre-school to graduate studies. In this way YIVO hoped to prepare a 
future generation of Yiddish scholars.  
That same year Max Weinreich’s growing interest in cutting edge social 
science disciplines such as sociology and psychology led to the creation of the 
Division of Youth Research. The division brought an innovative, interdisciplinary 
approach to studying the problems of Jewish young people at a time when 
antisemitism and unemployment made many apprehensive about their future in 
Eastern Europe. It organized a series of autobiography contests, calling on 
adolescents and youth to record their life stories, with prizes awarded to the best 
entries. 
As hundreds of responses arrived in Vilna, the division amassed a unique 
data set for its research that today provides a candid, intimate look at the lives of 
ordinary Jewish youth on the eve of the Holocaust. Like the zamler initiatives, the 
autobiography contests again demonstrated YIVO’s technique of documenting the 
lives of the folk through the folk’s own efforts. Moreover, they sent a powerful 
message to young Jews who often felt a sense of hopelessness: that their own 
experiences were of crucial importance to the further development of Jewish 
culture.  
In these trying times as conditions in Europe worsened, movements on the 
right and left of the political spectrum gained strength. Liberal Diaspora 
nationalists felt increasingly besieged and criticism of YIVO mounted both 
outside and inside the institute. In particular, many on the left called ever more 
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insistently for YIVO to ally openly with the socialist camp against the looming 
threat of fascism. To them, YIVO’s cherished principle of neutrality seemed like a 
cowardly attempt to avoid the most burning questions of the day. 
Yet the institute’s leaders argued that in periods of crisis rigorous 
scholarship was more important than ever, for only through objective analysis 
could YIVO accurately assess the challenges facing Jews and begin to formulate 
an effective response. Thus rather than a luxury in difficult times, YIVO’s work 
was a pressing necessity. Simon Dubnow asked rhetorically whether one stopped 
studying geology during an earthquake, while the linguist Yudel Mark compared 
the institute to “a lighthouse in the rough seas of our bitter present.”24  
Thus in the late 1930s YIVO renewed its commitment to work for the folk, 
devoting more attention to pressing issues of broad public interest. It finally 
realized some of the popular publications it had long discussed, launching the 
journal Di yidishe ekonomik [Jewish Economics] in 1937. This journal promised 
to study such timely problems as Jewish migration “not with prepared social 
schemes or with ready political ideologies, but by providing comprehensive, 
objective, verified material about the life of the masses.”25  
YIVO’s leaders also argued that scholarship helped maintain morale and 
continue the fight for Jewish dignity. For example, the historian Isaiah Trunk 
wrote that his 1939 study of a medieval Polish city had direct contemporary 
relevance: 
 
This book appears at a time when the rights of the Jewish population 
of Poland are disputed – at a time when reactionaries consider Polish 
Jews, who have lived in the country for centuries, as foreigners. This 
book shows that Jews are no foreigners in Poland who arrived 
yesterday.26 
 
It was with this sense of determination that YIVO’s scholars faced an 
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uncertain future. In 1938 Weinreich expressed a sense of foreboding when he 
mused, “What will be later? We do not know. The skies are so overcast with 
clouds. It is possible that later we will consider our time as the good years.” Yet 
he concluded, “I believe that YIVO can serve as an example of what can still be 
created in such storms ... we will resist and overcome to spite all our enemies.”27 
 
Of course, YIVO’s leaders could not hold off the catastrophe that would 
soon engulf European Jewry. Yet their belief in the importance of scholarship and 
cultural preservation continued to inspire Jews even during the Holocaust itself. 
In Vilna members of the so-called “Paper Brigade,” which included former YIVO 
staff, risked their lives to rescue remnants of the institute’s collections from Nazi 
plunder. In the Warsaw Ghetto Emanuel Ringelblum created the Oyneg Shabes 
archive, the most extensive effort to document Jewish life under Nazi rule. 
    In 1940 YIVO transferred its headquarters to its New York branch. In this 
way it became one of very few East European Jewish institutions to re-establish 
itself in the wake of World War II. In the United States YIVO continued its work 
under the direction of Max Weinreich, its only leader to survive into the post-war 
period. There it grappled with the decimation of the “Yiddish nation” that it had 
pledged to serve. Yet as different as conditions in post-war America were from 
interwar Poland, Weinreich insisted that the tools of scholarship were just as 
relevant in YIVO’s new home. He continued the institute’s commitment to both 
past and present, honoring the legacy of Eastern Europe while addressing the 
needs of contemporary American Jews. 
Today YIVO carries on its work in New York as the world’s largest 
repository of material on the Yiddish language and East European Jewish culture. 
Its history demonstrates the possibilities and pitfalls of combining academia and 
nationalism, culture and politics, objectivity and engagement. While it no longer 
commands the loyalty of millions of Yiddish speakers, it shows us all how 
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scholarship can serve as a powerful tool for creating a modern identity.  
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1926 年の春までに、支援者から 1,800 の書誌登録と 6,000 項目のフォーク
ロアが送られてきたのである。収集活動家のネットワークはポーランドと
バルト３国に集中していたが、世界中のイディッシュ話者コミュニティ内

















































































































するスキルを持っていた。したがって、YIVO は TSYSHO の生徒を、未来
の支援者の中核として見ていた。 





























































































できるからであった。こうして YIVO は、1930 年代末に、長い間議論して
きた大衆向け出版物の刊行をとうとう実現することで、民衆のための活動














































How Jewish, How East European? 
Taro Tsurumi 
 
I have visited YIVO in New York several times, and I love the reading room 
in particular. I very much enjoyed Kuznitz’s paper, which deals with an important 
part of Yiddishism, the quasi-Ministry of Education of the Yiddish nation. Every 
ethnic minority should want to establish its own cultural and educational 
institution, to call attention to its existence, and provide its members with the 
foothold of the group. But what is most interesting, and perhaps unique in the 
activity of YIVO among ethnic cultural and educational institutions in the world, 
is its interaction with its objects of study. For example, YIVO asked laymen to 
collect not only donations but also their own stories, including folklore and life 
histories. I believe such an interactive model would be ideal for a university. The 
university should not be a mere distributor of knowledge but should work with 
students from diverse regions to produce local knowledge that can be connected 
to the universe. 
Kuznitz makes very clear in her paper what YIVO was. So, here I would 
like to ask what YIVO was NOT, and where it stood in its contemporaneous 
context, that is, among several Jewish factions and movements, including the 
Zionists, the Orthodox, Socialists, and Liberals on one hand, and non-Jews, 
including Poles, Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Germans, on the 
other—in brief, to ask questions from a comparative perspective. 
Let me start with a comparison to the ethnological and folkloric movement 
in Japan in the first half of the twentieth century, when Japan was partially 
modernized and was moving toward further modernization. Some Japanese 
people became interested in what might disappear from local culture due to 
modernization. The initiator of folklore and ethnology (hereafter, simply folklore) 
Yanagita Kunio (the former is his family name), collected folklore in rural areas 
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in Japan to find traditional patterns in local society that might be contradictory to 
modernity or the state policy of modernization. Like the tension between the 
central figures of YIVO, and Bundist and Poalei Tziyon’s supporters of YIVO, 
Yanagita, who was a former bureaucrat and not a Marxist, and his Marxist 
followers came into conflict over the method of collecting folklore. The Marxists 
criticized Yanagita’s method as bourgeois, in that the scholarly center designed 
the research project and local researchers followed it, whereas the Marxists 
assumed that local people would learn by themselves through their research. 
While Yanagita’s folklore uncovered diversity in Japanese locals, it also became 
involved in the so-called Japanese fascist regime, for example, by finding 
commonalities between Japanese and Koreans that would justify Japan’s 
annexation of Korea. A Japanese Marxist folklorist defined France and Britain’s 
ethnology as bourgeois because it exclusively studied the colonies of both 
countries where capitalism was already developed, whereas Germany’s ethnology 
was seen as fascism, because it studied German society, still at the stage of 
developing capitalism, by essentializing German ethnonational characters. That is, 
folklore and ethnology could be associated with both colonialism and fascism, 
creating a tension between unity and diversity, or between grand-design and local 
initiative. Yanagita’s folklore was not anti-modernism, but foresaw multiple paths 
toward modernity that were in congruent with local specificities. Now, to what 
extent were those involved in YIVO aware of these matters? What was their 
attitude toward modernization and fascism? Kuznitz’s paper shows us that, on one 
hand, they tried to collect local materials that would be unfamiliar to them 
believing that these findings would prove the peoplehood of East European Jewry. 
On the other hand, they tried to raise the cultural level of the Yiddish speaking 
world though their publishing and education system. My first question concerns 
their view about diversity in two respects: first, diversity among regions and 
stratifications in East European Jewish communities; and second, diversity over 
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time, that is, changes in Jewish society, and modernization in particular. 
Of course, we should not juxtapose YIVO and the Japanese case, since the 
two peoples were put in profoundly different contexts. While the Japanese people 
only conceived of the West as an imaginary threat, East European Jews, as an 
ethnic or religious minority, actually faced nationalism of majority ethnic groups 
in each country. So it is natural for people involved in YIVO to present the Jewish 
people as a unified entity and seek something common among them to unite them 
further. Nonetheless, because YIVO drew a line between their work and political 
movements like the Bund and Poalei Tziyon, I suspect that YIVO supporters 
could not ignore diversities among Jews. East European Jews faced double 
pressure: modernization, which corroded the traditional socioeconomic structure 
of the Jewish people, and Polonization or Sovietization, which were also in the 
process of modernizing. Therefore, people involved in YIVO had to touch on the 
problem of a Jewish type of modernization, even if they wished to avoid universal 
modernization. Although they attempted to collect materials from and serve the 
Jewish masses, most of whom were still more or less religious, they were 
apparently hardly interested in religious aspects of East European Jewry and 
limited their focus on something compatible with the secular age. My second 
question is what their view on religion and modernization was, and how their 
secularism was consistent with the long history in which Judaism was at the 
center, even though Judaism is not a mere collective of individual beliefs but a 
kind of social system. 
In talking about any ethnic and national history, including Japanese history, 
a common point to note is its relation to others. It is all the more relevant in the 
case of Jewish history. It is broadly known that Jewish people in Eastern Europe 
often played the role of intermediaries – merchants, tradesmen, handicraftsmen, 
and intellectuals – in multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and class-divided states and 
empires. Russian Jewish liberals whom I have been dealing with recently – the 
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most prominent figure among them was Maxim Vinaver – put forward a 
complementary identity of Russian Jews. For example, in their view, Jews could 
contribute to Russia’s economic development and intellectual Westernization. 
Also, they believed that Russian Jews did not merely happen to live in Russia, but 
were intermingled with Russian society as Jews. The belief that Jews had their 
special roles in Russia reinforced the Russian liberal Jews’ self-respect as Jews, as 
well as their attachment to Russia. For Jews with this mindset, attachments to 
Jews and to Russia reinforced each other, since Russia offered a stage to those 
who could play the role Jews typically played.  
Such a perception was by no means one-sided. There were Russian 
counterparts who regarded Jews as their partners. First of all, the conception of 
Russia as a multi-ethnic entity was rather common, if not universal. Sergei Witte 
(1849–1915), the first quasi-Prime Minister in the constitutional regime after the 
1905 Revolution, wrote the following note in his memoir: 
 
The great Russian Empire, in its thousand years of existence, was formed 
in a process whereby Slavic tribes living in Russia, with force and arms 
and by other means, gradually absorbed the entire masses of other 
nationalities. In this way the Russian Empire emerged, which represented 
a conglomerate of various nationalities, and therefore, in essence, Russia 
does not exist, but the Russian Empire does. 
 
Witte, who was born in Tiflis, the present-day capital of Georgia, and whose 
father came from a Lutheran Baltic German background, might have been a rather 
exceptional figure among Russians. Some important Russian religious thinkers 
such as Solovyov and Berdyaev believed that Russians and Jews had a special 
relationship for the salvation of Russia, which Vinaver referred to in a positive 
light. 
This point might be more complicated in Poland, however. It was Poland 
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that attracted numerous Jews to Eastern Europe. Counting on the economic roles 
Jews could play for Poland, the Polish-Lithuanian commonwealth in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries invited Jews who were persecuted in Western and Central 
Europe. With the emergence of the Polish middle class in the twentieth century, 
however, Jews became competitors with Poles. Although Jews in the interwar 
period still composed a high percentage of merchants and bankers, it might be too 
naïve for Polish Jews to emphasize their role as intermediaries. It might have been 
more natural for them to appeal to Poles on the grounds that, with their long 
history in Poland, Jews were also natives or quasi-natives of Poland. Also, we 
have to keep in mind that, unlike Russian nationalism, which was imperialist and 
thus congruent with multi-ethnicity, Polish nationalism was ethnic, striving for the 
creation of a Polish national state. Jews experienced severe pogroms during the 
collapse of the Russian Empire, which would evoke Jews’ distrust for non-Jews. 
My third question is to what extent YIVO supporters were aware of this 
complementary identity of Jews and their relationship with others in Jewish 
history, and its present and future.  
This point would have affected the way YIVO presented Jewish history and 
culture in Poland, whether they emphasized their intermingled history with 
non-Jews in Eastern Europe or emphasized how Jews were rooted in Eastern 
Europe just like Poles and Russians. I have an impression from the paper today, 
and Kuznitz’s book on YIVO, that the latter applied to YIVO. For example, this 
quotation from the historian Isaiah Trunk’s writings in 1939 was typical in this 
respect: “This book appears at a time when the rights of the Jewish population of 
Poland are disputed – at a time when reactionaries consider Polish Jews, who 
have lived in the country for centuries, as foreigners. This book shows that Jews 
are no foreigners (…) who arrived yesterday.” 
If so, this was a point of major difference from Zionists, who at a formal 
level, regarded Jews as foreigners, or at best, in Soviet terms, a non-titular nation 
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of people who have their republic elsewhere. It was also different from Liberals, 
who more positively sought a connection with the titular nation (in Poland, Poles, 
and in Russia, Russians). But I am wondering how YIVO’s view on the 
relationship between Jews and non-Jews might have changed as they experienced 




Warsaw, Vilna or New York: Noah Prylucki and the Fate of Yiddish 
Culture on the Eve of the Holocaust* 
Kalman Weiser 
 
Caught between the German “hammer” and the Soviet “sickle,” 
independent Lithuania represented virtually the only escape route from Poland to 
the free world for Jews by late 1939. The contested, multiethnic city of Vilna had 
belonged to Poland in the period between the two world wars but the Lithuanians 
considered it their historic capital. The city was severed from Poland as a result of 
the German-Soviet partition of that country in September 1939. After a brief 
occupation, the Soviets awarded it to independent Lithuania in October of that 
year.1 In all, more than 14,000 Polish Jews gathered in Vilnius, as the city is 
known in Lithuanian, between the outbreak of war and June 1940. Most intended 
to continue on to Japan and the western hemisphere. 
In an atmosphere of intense uncertainty, the administration of YIVO, the 
Jewish Scientific Institute, found itself confronted with a dilemma: should it 
continue or its suspend its operations for the duration of the war? YIVO was akin 
to a privately funded national library, university, and language standardization 
authority for the stateless, Yiddish-speaking nation in eastern Europe. Surviving 
on a shoe-string budget, it possessed headquarters in Vilna but also branches in 
Yiddish-speaking communities around the world. The war had effectively cut off 
YIVO from its material and cultural basis, the more than three-million strong 
Jewish community of Poland. Communications with the outside world were 
impaired. Much of YIVO’s academic and administrative leadership was not to be 
found in Lithuania. In particular, the philologist and newspaper editor Zalmen 
Reisen had been arrested for unclear reasons by the Soviets in September, along 
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Prylucki and the Folkists in Poland. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011. 
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with other important Jewish cultural figures.2 And the institute’s guiding spirit 
and research director, the internationally renowned scholar Max Weinreich, was 
caught in Copenhagen when the war broke out. In the company of his elder son 
Uriel, he struggled with the question of whether it was prudent to return to Vilna 
or to come to New York, home of YIVO’s American branch. 
At the same time, Vilna became home to an unprecedented concentration of 
creative forces, members of the cultural, political, and religious elites of Polish 
Jewry. The absorption of more than ten thousand Jews from Poland, most of them 
Yiddish speakers, made possible a cultural efflorescence. Lithuanian Jewry had 
been isolated from its Polish brethren throughout most of the interwar period due 
to the absence of diplomatic relations between Lithuania and Poland. Now it 
received these refugees generously and was eager to benefit from their creative 
and organizational talents.3   
After much deliberation, the provisional administration of YIVO decided to 
continue its publications and scholarly work as much as possible, as well as to 
undertake new activities. Most conspicuous was a plan for the establishment a 
state-funded chair for Yiddish language and literature. The creation of this Chair 
in Vilna, the unofficial capital of secular Yiddish culture, was a long cherished 
dream of the Yiddishist movement. By Yiddishism, I mean the movement to 
establish a European-style high culture (e.g. theatres, schools, universities, etc.) in 
Yiddish on the basis of traditional folk culture and to make Yiddish – rather than 
Russian, Polish, or Hebrew – the dominant language for the expression of a 
modern Jewish identity. Yiddish was the vernacular of the vast majority of eastern 
European Jews, most of whom were quite religious. But it was traditionally held 
in lesser regard than Hebrew, the language of Jewish sacred texts and the writings 
of rabbis. By the twentieth century, increasing numbers of modernizing and 
secularizing Jews were exchanging Yiddish for the dominant language of 
non-Jewish society. Less commonly, they were trying to revive Hebrew as an 
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everyday language after it had not been spoken as a mother tongue for nearly 
2000 years. In contrast with Yiddishists, those who championed Hebrew were 
known as Hebraists. They were typically supports of Zionism.  
 
The Chair for Yiddish 
The initiative to create a Chair came not from within the Lithuanian 
government or Lithuanian-Jewish circles. Instead, it was a refugee from Warsaw, 
the journalist and philologist Noah Prylucki, who first pursued the matter with 
Lithuanian academics.   
Though few students of Jewish culture and politics recall Noah Prylucki 
(1882-1941) today, his was virtually a household name among Jews in Warsaw in 
the 1920s and beyond. In contrast, the names of other Yiddish scholars, including 
that of Max Weinreich, now universally considered the dean of Yiddish Studies, 
were virtually unknown outside of interested circles. Prylucki’s career of 
intensive cultural and political activism spanned more than three decades in the 
Russian Empire and the Second Polish Republic (1918-1939). During this time he 
distinguished himself among colleagues active in the Yiddish secular movement 
with important contributions in the fields of journalism, philology, folklore and 
folk music research, and theatre criticism. News of his bold and controversial 
speeches defending the Yiddish language and demanding Jewish civil and 
national rights in the Warsaw City Council during WW I and, later, the Polish 
parliament appeared regularly on the pages of the Yiddish press between 1916 
and 1926. These were the years when his Diaspora nationalist Folksparty 
(People’s party) was most active.4   
The championing of Yiddish was his raison d’être and he condemned its 
abandonment in a secular age as tantamount to national suicide for the Jews. He 
dedicated his seemingly boundless energies together with a part of his sizeable 
personal income as a lawyer and journalist to mentoring young writers and 
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publishing their works in order to promote modern literary production. As a 
folklore collector and scholar, he also worked to “salvage” elements of traditional 
Jewish life that were rapidly disappearing with the advance of industrialization 
and secular, cosmopolitan culture among the Jews. In his mid-twenties, he 
sponsored amateur folklore and literary circles in his Warsaw home and offered 
honoraria for contributions to his publications. Together with the religious 
philosopher Hillel Zeitlin, in 1910 he helped to found Der moment, one of 
Warsaw’s leading Yiddish dailies until World War II. On its pages he wrote 
regularly about Jewish politics and culture, frequently popularizing his own 
research for the benefit of the ordinary reader.   
Zionists prized the Jews’ ancient Near Eastern past over what they saw as 
their exilic present and found evidence in it of their capacity for national 
regeneration in Palestine, a land inhabited by relatively few Jews in the preceding 
millenium. Diaspora nationalists such as Prylucki, in contrast, advocated 
recognition of the Jews as a national collective with rights to cultural autonomy in 
the lands where they dwelled in large numbers, particularly in eastern Europe. To 
this end, Prylucki mined the cultural legacy of Ashkenazic Jewry to demonstrate 
its “normalcy” and its rootedness as an autochthonous people in Europe. At the 
time, Yiddish was widely perceived by both Jews and non-Jews as an ugly and 
hapless jargon, an emblem of Jewish backwardness and isolation from humanistic 
universalism and modern European civilization. To combat this image, Prylucki 
authored numerous articles and studies throughout his career defending the 
legitimacy of Yiddish as an independent language. He undertook projects to 
standardize Yiddish spelling, grammar, and lexicon in order to win it the respect 
accorded the leading European languages. Arguing for the recognition of a 
venerable, thousand-year-old tradition of secular creativity in Yiddish, he also 
rummaged through Old Yiddish literature in pursuit of non-religious themes and 
personally collected, analyzed and published at his own expense anthologies of 
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contemporary folksongs, proverbs, and folktales. In all, he published, some 20 
books about Yiddish literature, theatre, folksongs, and, above all, dialectology, in 
addition to hundreds of articles on a variety of themes. 
Following a period of intense political engagement, during which he was 
elected twice to the Polish parliament as a depute of the Diaspora nationalist 
Folksparty, Prylucki effectively retired by the late 1920s from politics. A party 
schism drew away the party’s leading names, many of whom disagreed with 
Prylucki on matters of principle or resented what they perceived as his dictatorial 
control. The leader of a self-proclaimed populist party enjoying little popular 
support, Prylucki was frustrated by the futility of a campaign for national cultural 
autonomy centered around the Yiddish language. He nonetheless remained 
committed throughout his life to winning state support for Yiddish cultural 
institutions. He understood that this was essential in order to ensure that the 
pursuit of high culture and socio-economic mobility did not entail the 
replacement of Yiddish with the dominant languages of non-Jewish society.  
Unless Jews, he reasoned, could have all their educational, cultural, and 
professional needs met in Yiddish, the language could never have a future as a 
full-fledged culture. Jews would otherwise adopt other languages to meet their 
needs and to advance in society. 
In independent Poland, Jewish nationalists created networks of both 
Yiddishist and Hebraist schools. But promised state support for schools in Jewish 
languages, the foundation of Prylucki’s vision of Jewish national cultural 
autonomy, was scarcely forthcoming. Jewish secular schools necessarily 
functioned as private institutions reliant chiefly on funding from political parties 
and charitable organizations, especially those of American Jewry, to keep afloat.  
Impoverished parents had difficulty paying even meager tuitions. Moreover, these 
institutions, especially Yiddish secular schools, were frequently harassed by the 
state for left-leaning and suspected pro-Soviet ideological leanings. Nor were 
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Jewish parents, particularly the traditionally religious majority, usually in favor of 
their educational goals. Economic obstacles, the instability of these schools, and 
the relative disadvantage they conveyed in a Polish-speaking society made 
Yiddishist and Hebraist schools an attractive option only to relatively small 
circles of the ideologically committed. Since universal primary education was 
required by law, most Jewish youth received their elementary school educations 
in free Polish-language state schools. It was, however, notoriously difficult for 
Jews to obtain admission to state-run high schools. Therefore, the minority of 
Jews who went on for higher education, particularly those who hoped to again 
admission to a Polish university, typically studied in private Polish-language 
Jewish secondary schools. The cumulative effect of such factors was rapidly 
increasing linguistic polonization of the generation coming of age in the interwar 
period. This situation naturally presented a major dilemma for Yiddishists. They 
were alarmed by what they denounced as the linguistic “defection” of Jews. The 
emergence of a specifically Polish-language Jewish cultural sphere, e.g. 
newspapers, schools, theatre, youth groups and political organizations all 
functioning in Polish rather than Yiddish, was a cause of great anxiety for them.5 
The German invasion of Poland in September 1939 marked the formal 
beginning of the Second World War, and Warsaw capitulated at the end of the 
month. Prylucki arrived there as a penniless refugee in early October 1939. But he 
was optimistic about the horizons Vilna offered for the propagation of secular 
Yiddish culture. He almost immediately became involved in cultural activities in 
Vilna and enjoyed the companionship of longtime colleagues as well as promising 
young talents such as the young Vilna poets Shmerke Kaczerginski, Chaim Grade, 
and Avrom Sutzkever.6 He refused to succumb to pessimism and inertia in the 
face of the events that had befallen Poland and its Jews. He reminded his YIVO 
colleagues that, “The war has not destroyed us. We must work with what is 
available.”7 He called for the expansion of YIVO’s activities beyond its pre-war 
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academic agenda to include more popular educational undertakings, such as 
public lectures, and to draw as much as possible upon the abundance of refugee 
talents present in Vilna.   
For him, the present catastrophe meant the chance to build cultural 
institutions much in the same way that he and others had taken advantage of the 
chaos and destruction of World War I to begin the first network of legal secular 
schools with Yiddish as their language of instruction. That war had resulted in an 
influx of Yiddish-speaking refugees, including thousands of children, in Warsaw. 
For practical reasons, the German authorities who occupied Poland and Lithuania 
then made use of Yiddish in official proclamations and permitted the functioning 
of Yiddish secular schools alongside those in other languages suppressed by the 
tsarist regime, such as Polish and Ukrainian.8 Thus, for Yiddishists, the suffering 
engendered by the First World War was at least in part compensated by the 
political and cultural gains it yielded.   
In late 1939 Prylucki approached his acquaintance Prof. Mykolas Biržiška 
about the possibility of creating a Yiddish Chair in Vilna. Biržiška was a historian 
of Lithuanian culture and literature, as well as rector of the Great University in 
the city of Kaunas. Kaunas was the capital of Lithuania during the interwar period.  
Biržiška was an admirer of Jewish culture who participated in the founding of a 
Department of Semitic Studies in Kaunas in the 1930s and sent greetings to the 
first YIVO conference in Vilna in 1929.9 He even reportedly knew Yiddish and 
read the Yiddish press while sitting in cafes.10 He announced his support for a 
project for a Chair for Yiddish Language and Literature and offered to assist in 
directing a proposal for its establishment to the proper audience. He was not alone 
in his support for a Yiddish chair. For largely pragmatic reasons, support for a 





Reasons for Lithuanian support for Jewish culture 
In the aftermath of World War I, Lithuanian authorities had courted Jewish 
financial and political support for a greater Lithuania including Vilna. They 
promised national cultural autonomy – that is, the right to administer their own 
cultural affairs - for Lithuanians, Jews, Poles, and Bielorussians alike. In terms of 
population, Jews made up the second largest group (37%) after Poles (45%) in the 
city. The rest of Vilna’s pre-World War II population of approximately 200,000 
consisted of Lithuanians (10%), Bielorussians (5%), and Russians (2%).11 After 
Poland seized the city for itself in 1919, however, this support was no longer 
crucial: the country was effectively a Lithuanian ethnic nation state when 
deprived of multiethnic Vilna. The emerging urban middle class in Lithuania, 
following patterns similar to those in Poland and elsewhere in eastern Europe, 
saw Jews as economic competitors. An authoritarian regime continued to fund, 
however, Jewish schools functioning in Hebrew and Yiddish (at least at the 
elementary level) throughout the interwar period. 12  This policy contrasted 
dramatically with that of the Polish state, which was fundamentally hostile to the 
educational endeavors of Jewish nationalists, especially Yiddishists. 
With Vilna back in the picture, Lithuanian authorities likely sought to have 
Jews on their side rather than that of the Poles. It was expected that Polish 
nationalists could never reconcile themselves to Lithuanian control over the city 
but Jewish nationalists could make peace with this. Few Jews in Vilna knew 
Lithuanian but many, especially the refugees from Central Poland, spoke Polish 
as their primary language. Rather than increase the number of Polish speakers, 
Lithuanian officials preferred that Jews use Yiddish in public life.13   
The greatest impediment to the creation of a Chair was not good will but 
funding: it was doubtful that the Lithuanian state would provide financial support 
in the early years of the Chair.   
Prylucki’s enthusiasm for the proposed Chair and the expansion of YIVO’s 
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activities was matched only by Zelig Kalmanowicz’s pessimism. Like Prylucki, 
Kalmanowicz was a member of YIVO’s philological section. When war broke out, 
Kalmanowicz fled to neighboring Latvia to escape the Soviets. Out of a sense of 
obligation to colleagues, he returned to Vilna once the Red Army had departed 
after a six-week occupation. Begrudgingly, he accepted appointment by the 
Lithuanian authorities as YIVO’s curator since he was the only remaining 
member of the YIVO executive who was a Lithuanian citizen. 
Once a supporter of Jewish nationalism in the Diaspora, Kalmanowicz had 
come to despair of prospects for independent Jewish cultural life in eastern 
Europe long before the German invasion of Poland in September 1939. In his 
analysis, secular Yiddish culture, with its offerings of literature and theater,14 was 
ultimately insufficient to sustain Jewish identity in a post-emancipation era. Once 
Jews had become citizens of states, they began to loosen or lose the protective 
shield against assimilation that Judaism provided. The Jews in Poland were 
linguistically assimilating despite pauperization and widespread anti-Semitism. 
The Soviet Union recognized Jews as a national group whose language was 
Yiddish but it offered them a Marxist Yiddish culture that was divorced from the 
Hebrew language and religious tradition. This too, he maintained, was destructive 
of Jewish national uniqueness. In the 1920s and 30s Prylucki never tired of 
demanding state-support for Yiddish culture in the press and Polish parliament in 
the name of elemental justice for Poland’s Jewish national minority. 
Kalmanowicz, in contrast, became convinced by the 1930s that the Jews could not 
rely on such appeals and on navigating political channels. Only the concentration 
of the Jews in a territory of their own and the embracing of the entirety of their 
cultural legacy, both secular and religious, could impede assimilation and 
guarantee Jewish national survival. Though not a Zionist, he increasingly leaned 
in this direction, maintaining that only the Zionists had correctly evaluated the 
dangers of Diaspora life.15      
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In Kalmanowicz’s appraisal, it was hopeless to carry on YIVO’s activities 
as before, let alone expand them to include new ones. He enumerated a number of 
formal obstacles to YIVO’s operations. These included a paucity of funding 
arriving from abroad and delays in formalizing YIVO’s legal status with the 
Lithuanian authorities. These were all obstacles that his more optimistic 
colleagues rejected as temporary inconveniences. He urged that all activities 
beyond the cataloguing of inventory be transferred to New York, the site of 
YIVO’s American subsidiary. Such a move was firmly rejected by all political 
parties alike represented in YIVO’s provisional administration. They objected that 
it would signal to the world the demise of eastern European Jewry and the shifting 
of Yiddish high culture from its eastern European center to its North American 
periphery. From the vantage point of eastern European Jewish intellectuals and 
communal activists, Jewish America was a materially rich but culturally 
underdeveloped colony despite the presence of many talented individuals 
committed to Yiddish.16   
The matter of nominating a candidate for the proposed Yiddish Chair was 
entrusted by YIVO to Max Weinreich as secretary of its philological section.  
From Copenhagen Weinreich conducted a referendum by telegraph among the 
section’s members Shmuel Niger, Yude Yofe, and Yudel Mark, all residents of 
New York City. They unanimously approved his nomination of Kalmanowicz for 
the Chair. Kalmanowicz categorically refused, however, leaving Weinreich to 
nominate himself. Prylucki, who had himself for years aspired to an academic 
position despite his lack of a doctorate, denounced the referendum as tendentious 
and illegitimate. Not only had Weinreich unilaterally nominated candidates and 
presented no alternatives, he protested. Weinreich had also failed to present him, a 
founding member of the philological section and the initiator of the Chair, with 
the referendum in time to participate.17   
Always quick to defend his honor, Prylucki threatened to leave YIVO over 
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this insult and offered an angry critique of the institute. He decried it as a cliquish 
den of inertia and academic protectionism. Weinreich and Kalmanowicz, both of 
whom possessed doctorates, discouraged independent scholarly initiative, he 
asserted. They were also reluctant to permit outsiders, refugees from Poland like 
Prylucki, to work. Prylucki alleged that Weinreich had nominated Kalmanowicz 
solely in order to prevent his own appointment. However, Kalmanowicz’ 
disparaging attitude toward Yiddishism, his commitment to Jewish scholarship 
notwithstanding, made him an unacceptable candidate. When Kalmanowicz 
refused the nomination, Prylucki continued, Weinreich nominated himself in 
order to block Prylucki’s ambitions. He further argued that Weinreich could not 
be relied upon to return to Vilna in time for the coming academic year beginning 
in the fall since he had committed himself to going to New York until after the 
summer on YIVO business. Waiting for Weinreich, Prylucki warned, meant 
forfeiting the Chair.18 
Though he was pessimistic about the Chair and the Yiddishist aspirations it 
embodied, Kalmanowicz did not refrain from raising objections to Prylucki’s 
candidacy. Kalmanowicz denounced Prylucki without restraint as a “simple 
collector,” an autodidact lacking “the minimal scholarly qualifications” to edit the 
philological section’s journal Yidish far ale.19 
Apart from his scholarly objections, Kalmanowicz doubtlessly objected to 
Prylucki’s apparent flirtation with the Soviets. This was expressed through 
Prylucki’s affiliation with the Folksblat, a formerly Folkist newspaper which had 
fallen into Communist hands in 1938.20   
Bundists, members of the leading Jewish socialist party, in the provisional 
administration shared some of Kalmanowicz’s misgivings and reacted openly to 
the tactics of the Kaunas Folksblat. The pedagogues Shloyme Mendelson and 
Shloyme Gilinski objected to the affiliation of Prylucki and unspecified others in 
YIVO with the newspaper. They pointed out that the Folksblat condemned the 
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current YIVO administration as the “liquidators” of YIVO and denounced 
socialists in general as the sell-out lackeys of British Prime Minister 
Chamberlain.21 Nonetheless, the Bundists were willing to support Prylucki as a 
replacement for Weinreich since his attitude toward Yiddish and Yiddishism, 
unlike Kalmanowicz’, was ideologically correct. But Prylucki’s pride had been 
injured. Resisting entreaties from colleagues, he demonstratively quit all YIVO 
activities in March 1940 and refused to be considered as a candidate for the 
Chair.22  
Negotiations between YIVO and Lithuanian academics continued without 
Prylucki and culminated in a plan to establish a lector position rather than a Chair 
for Yiddish at the University of Vilnius, formerly the Stefan Batory University.  
Funding would have to be provided by the Jewish community in advance for the 
first 3 years.23 Max Weinreich, who arrived in America in March 1940, was 
proposed for the position and he was expected to return to accept it.  
These plans came to naught, however. The Red Army re-occupied Lithuania 
in mid-June 1940 and annexed it as the sixteenth Soviet Socialist republic in 
August. Even then, however, departure from Lithuania via the Soviet Union 
remained possible for those with the requisite wherewithal, connections, and 
luck.24 
Virtually overnight, private Jewish schools of all ideological directions were 
transformed into state-run Yiddish ones. The Soviets revived the plan for a 
state-funded Yiddish Chair at the University of Vilnius. At the same time, they 
eliminated the position for Hebrew there, along with many others. Archivist 
Moyshe Lerer, a committed Marxist friendly with Prylucki,25 was made YIVO’s 
curator. This displaced Kalmanowicz, who eked out a living thereafter as a copy 
editor.26 From mid August until the end of 1940, YIVO underwent a “process of 
purging and reorganization,” ridding it of Bundists and Zionists and virtually 
anyone else judged ideologically unsuitable.27 The Vilna Yiddish newspaper 
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Togblat (16 August 1940) reported that the institute had been delivered from the 
corrupt oligarchic control of Bundists and Zionists hostile to cultural initiatives 
and “returned” to its rightful owners – the Jewish working masses.28   
The immediate imposition of Soviet nationalities policy on the tiny Baltic 
republic held out the promise of state-supported Yiddish culture that Poland had 
demonstratively refused to provide and whose institutions it even actively 
undermined during the preceding 20 years. In contrast with the Jews of Poland, 
the largest part of Jewish pupils in independent Lithuania was already enrolled in 
state-supported Jewish schools before the outbreak of the war. Now, virtually 
overnight, secular Hebrew and religious schools were transformed into state-run 
Yiddish schools. Meanwhile, elsewhere in the USSR, Jewish educational facilities 
were being systematically restricted to the point of disappearance. Despite the 
justified anxieties of Jewish educators, in the short term at least, plans to 
eliminate Jewish education were not evident here.29   
Prylucki despaired over the future of Yiddish in Poland and likely even 
more so in America after a disappointing visit he had made there in the 1920s.30 
For him, the prospect of mandatory Yiddish schools and state-sponsored cultural 
life in Lithuania was surely very attractive. Through coercive measures, 
Yiddish-based cultural autonomy – an impossibility elsewhere – could become a 
reality in Lithuania, even if its future was uncertain. Moreover, Prylucki was 
granted by Soviet authorities the recognition as a scholar that he was denied by 
many of his colleagues, most notably Weinreich and Kalmanowicz. In August 
1940, he was nominated by YIVO as its candidate for the Yiddish Chair. He was 
also appointed chief lector for Yiddish language and culture at state teachers’ 
courses initiated through the Bureau for Minorities of the Communist Party in 
Lithuania. This was a clear endorsement of his acceptability to Soviet 
authorities.31  
Prylucki expressed his gratitude to Soviet authorities in an interview with 
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the New York City Communist daily Morgn-Frayhayt in December 1940. He 
noted that, a “completely equal Chair for Yiddish language and literature could 
only come to existence when the ‘rays of the five-pointed red star rose over 
Lithuania.’” Thirty-five students were enrolled in his current program for Yiddish 
language, literature, and linguistics and more than one hundred hailing from 
throughout the USSR were projected for the future.32 
In order to emphasize the academic level of YIVO and to coordinate 
scholarly activity with the Chair, Prylucki was also appointed on 1 January 1941 
as director of YIVO. He worked feverishly to maintain its operations with a 
diminished staff. The Sovietized YIVO, now exclusively a research institution, 
was soon integrated into the Scientific Academy of the Soviet Lithuanian 
Republic. Renamed the “Institute for Jewish Culture,” it was thus made parallel to 
the “Institute for Polish Culture” among the Lithuanian institutes for linguistics, 
history and ethnography.33  Eager to publish new scholarly works, Prylucki 
undertook contacts with scholars throughout the USSR.34   
Prylucki was well aware of the oppressive nature of the Soviet regime.  
According to journalist Mordkhe Tsanin, a fellow refugee from Poland, he bore 
no illusion that Yiddish schools would continue there beyond the duration of the 
war or that he was an instrument of Soviet policy.35  
Nonetheless, he was convinced that the Soviets would defeat the Nazis 
quickly.36 He preferred to take his chances as a professor among the Soviets than 
attempt escape to America. In integrationist America, immigrant acculturation 
was an ideal and minority nationalist politics were foreign to the political system. 
The tenets of national cultural autonomy for Jews had little meaning there and 
even less opportunity to be realized. “I’ve seen Jewish life in America,” he 
explained to a colleague, “and it’s no place for me. Should I live from Cahan’s 
hand-outs?” The Cahan he spoke of was Abraham Cahan, the powerful editor of 
the New York Daily Forward and Yiddish cultural czar who advocated the 
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americanization of his readers and the gradual disappearance of Yiddish in 
America. The autocratic Cahan had little interest in encouraging Yiddish 
scholarship and “serious” literature without a socialist message.37 Becoming a 
sixty year-old refugee in America would mean being reduced to dependence, 
economic and otherwise, on American Jewish patricians. Prylucki was a wealthy, 
self-styled Jewish aristocrat who had devoted his life to the cause of Yiddish and 
cultural autonomy. The impossibility of politics as he knew them in America and 
the lack of enthusiasm for Yiddish culture among the children of eastern 
European immigrants were unattractive to him. Moreover, the challenge of 
immigrant adjustment and the loss of personal prestige, influence, and perhaps 
even purpose in life were likely too much to contemplate. Instead, he chose to 
remain in Lithuania. He applied for Soviet citizenship, presumably to facilitate his 
integration into the new order and to demonstrate his loyalty to the new masters 
of the land.  
Though Prylucki reportedly considered Karl Marx’ Das Kapital to be the 
“best sensationalist (shund) novel” he had ever read,38 he was willing to enlist 
himself in the Soviets’ service in return for benefits for himself and Yiddish 
culture beyond the crucial protection of life and limb. “In no other land will I 
have such opportunities for my scholarly work as in the Soviet Union,“ he 
explained to a friend who urged that he join him in fleeing Lithuania. In contrast 
with Bundists and Zionists, Prylucki maintained, members of his own political 
party, the Folkists, had no reason to fear political repressions from the Soviets.  
Given that Prylucki had made vehemently anti-Soviet pronouncements in the 
Warsaw Yiddish press in the 1930s, it is difficult to determine whether he was an 
optimist making the best of a horrendous situation or in willful, if cynical, 
collusion with the Soviets. Or maybe he was engaged in a combination of both.  
Perhaps it is best not to judge him given the extreme circumstances of the time, 
especially until Soviet archives yield additional information. According to the 
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journalist Tsanin, Prylucki focused on his scholarly work in Vilna, insulating 
himself from the conflagration engulfing the world with “dialectical calm.” He 
was convinced that the war between Nazis and Soviets was an inescapable 
process in the Hegelian scheme of history.39   
It is not wholly clear why Prylucki was acceptable to the Soviets.  This 
remains a question especially because he equated the Soviet Union with Nazi 
Germany in articles critical of the Soviet persecution of intellectual and 
ideological heresy throughout the 1930s.40 Perhaps it was because, as Prylucki 
himself explained to a friend, the Folkists, unlike Zionists and Bundists, had 
never been significant ideological opponents or rivals of the Bolsheviks.   
Perhaps it was because Prylucki, frustrated by his treatment and the direction of 
YIVO, had expressed pro-Soviet sympathies by working in the Kaunas Folksblat.  
Quite likely, the Soviets wished to make a favorable impression on the annexed 
Jewish population, as well as the West, by supporting Jewish culture, at least its 
secular Yiddish dimension. More than Poles or Ukrainians, who saw their 
independence undone by Soviet imperialism, Jews could be relied on to support 
the Soviet regime. Their only alternative, the Nazis, was no alternative. Prylucki 
was arguably the most qualified Yiddish scholar remaining in Vilna. He was 
willing to cooperate as a public figure in return for the fulfillment of his ideal of 
state-supported Yiddish culture (albeit under Soviet aegis with all its ideological 
strictures) and the opportunity to continue his own scholarly work. As he 
explained to Soviet Lithuanian university officials, an academic career was out of 
the question for him in Poland. There a public university position in Jewish 
Studies, let alone Yiddish, was almost impossible.41 
A committed Yiddishist, Prylucki chose to remain in Vilna, the home of 
YIVO, the Yiddish Scientific Institute, and the capital of Yiddish secular culture 
in eastern Europe rather than take refuge in the West when it was still possible.  
In this way, he sealed his fate. Debilitated by a lung infection when the Germans 
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attacked the USSR in June 1941, Prylucki was unable to escape and captured by 
the Gestapo the following month. His expertise in the field of Old Yiddish 
literature was yoked into service by the notorious Rosenbergstab, which 
plundered Judaica archives and libraries across Europe for use in Nazi institutions. 
It forced him to compile lists of early printed books in Vilna’s famed Strashun 
Library in preparation for their shipment to Germany. On 18 August 1941, the 
sixty year-old Prylucki, once a hero of Polish Jewry, was murdered by his captors. 
For one year, however, from the summer of 1940 until the German invasion 
of Lithuania in the summer of 1941, Prylucki’s academic star rose along with the 
red star over Vilna. The year proved to be one of his most productive ever. 
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から 1940 年６月までの間に、合計で１万 4000 人以上のポーランド・ユダ
ヤ人が、リトアニア語ではヴィリニュスとして知られたこの都市に集まっ
た。そのほとんどが、そこからさらに日本や西半球に行くつもりであった。 























































































































































































































































































































































つなぐことになった。1940 年の８月半ばから年末まで YIVO は、ブンディ
ストとシオニスト、そしてイデオロギー的に不適当と判断された者はほと
んど誰であっても解任される「粛清と再編成の過程」を経験した。ヴィル












































































































































Who Can Become a Member of the Yiddish Nation? 
The Conditions of Nationalism 
Haruka Miyazaki 
 
According to Yuu Nishimura, the organizer of this conference, Yiddishism 
is “an ideology or movement that attempts to elevate Yiddish, the everyday 
language of Eastern European Jews, to a modern ‘national language’ with 
advanced cultural functions. Yiddishism is also an attempt to construct a 
framework of a ’national culture’ that encompasses all areas of modern social life, 
from Yiddish literature and journalism to Yiddish education and academics.” 
Yiddishism is not simply a community based on a shared language but the effort 
to develop a unique national culture, to “create a Yiddish national community,” 
i.e., a Yiddish nation, and is “a form of nationalism that is unique in that it 
fundamentally does not seek a particular territory or state.” 
Generally defined, nationalism is “an ideology or movement that holds that 
the political and the national unit should be congruent.” Gellner’s definition has 
been widely accepted in the field of political science. Since the nineteenth century, 
nationalism has become a widely recognizable characteristic of the power to 
influence international politics and domestic affairs, and has been based on a 
common preexisting cultural community. For instance, in a politically and 
economically advanced country such as England, a sovereign state (based on an 
absolute monarchy) existed first; cultural national integration took place 
afterward. In contrast, in countries that were late in becoming highly developed 
both politically and economically, such as Germany and Italy, cultural national 
integration took place first, followed by the creation of an integrated state. In 
either case, the establishment of a cultural nation and an integrated state are 
prerequisites for nationalism. 
In contrast, as Weiser argues in “Warsaw vs. Vilna: The Capital of the 
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Yiddish State,” Yiddishism aims to “create a European-style high culture based on 
an ethnic culture,” placing the greatest emphasis on the founding of a cultural 
nation. If, for instance, Yiddishism (like Zionism, which aimed to create a Jewish 
state) had designated a future territory somewhere in Eastern Europe and 
attempted to build a state there, it would be possible to categorize Yiddishism as a 
type of nationalism along the same lines as German and Italian nationalism. 
However, Yiddishism is not an effort to form a state organization. From our 
current perspective, Yiddishism appears to have been an extremely restrained 
form of nationalism. 
One reason that Yiddishism appears restrained is that we have an awareness 
of twentieth-century history (e.g., the success of Zionism in the creation of the 
Jewish State of Israel; the Israeli people won territory through warfare and 
established Hebrew as an official language). With reference to international 
relations based on the present-day nation-state, Yiddishism is a restrained form of 
nationalism that stops halfway to meeting its goal of creating a nation-state, and 
thus seems to have been an incomplete movement. 
However, our current shared definition of nationalism does not include 
several possibilities that were left by the wayside before the idea of the 
nation-state took hold. That is, it was possible to have a kind of “nation building” 
with a different process and goal other than that of Gellner’s definition (a 
nationalism that did not regard the autonomous establishment of a nation-state as 
the completion of the nation). 
As Weiser argues in “Warsaw vs. Vilna,” while Yiddishism did not entail 
territorial ambitions, it did involve a quasi-geographical concept of “Yiddishland,” 
and its adherents shared a national consciousness based on a “fictitious territory.” 
Moreover, Yiddishists argued among themselves over which city would make an 
appropriate capital of Yiddishland (Vilna, Warsaw, or New York). Such concepts 
seem strange today when the ownership of land by individuals, organizations, and 
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governments is taken for granted. However, the method of constructing a single 
community (i.e., a nation) across numerous non-contiguous regions and the 
concept of these being mediated by a single language were not so unrealistic 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In this sense, Weiser’s 
research provides a variety of suggestions on how the views of nationalism that 
have become established in the present day took root, as well as on reevaluating 
the history of debates concerning nationalism. 
I will now look more closely at the Yiddish movement itself, specifically its 
membership, the comparison to Esperanto, and the demographics and cities that 
sustained it.  
 
On Membership 
The Yiddishist movement made Yiddish its “official” language and 
attempted to imbue it with the authority to support Eastern European Jewish 
identity. What, then, are the criteria for Yiddish identity? Clearly, the presence of 
a population that speaks Yiddish as a first language is one such condition. Given 
this, are there other requirements for being a member of the Yiddish nation, which 
has a fluid nature? As Weiser states, there were people like Mykolas Biržiška, a 
nineteenth-century Lithuanian politician, who were not born Jewish but revered 
Jewish culture and could read Yiddish. He maintained a friendly relationship with 
the Yidisher Visnshaftlekher Institut (also known by its acronym, YIVO). 
Furthermore, Biržiška assisted with plans to establish a Yiddish studies research 
post at the University of Vilnius. He was extremely helpful in elevating the social 
status of Yiddish (and thus the Jewish nation) because he was aware of the 
Yiddish-speaking Lithuanian Jewish community’s antagonistic relationship with 
ethnic Poles and the Polish-speaking Jewish community. Despite this, in cases 
such as Biržiška’s, in which an individual lacks family ties with a community of 
Jewish believers, can an ability to speak the language (Yiddish) and an acceptance 
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of Yiddishist ideology allow that person to become a member of the Jewish 
nation? Questions facing the modern Jewish nation include: “Who is a Jew?” and 
“Who can become a Jew?” To explore these questions further, we need to explore 
the problems of “dual-identity” and “dual-nationalism.” 
 
The Masses and the Elites 
I would like to examine another aspect of membership in the Yiddish 
community from a different angle. What types of relationships and divisions were 
present in the existing Jewish community between secularized intellectuals and 
the religiously pious masses? According to Weiser’s definition, the aim of 
Yiddishism was to “establish a European-style high culture [e.g., theaters, schools, 
and universities, etc.] in Yiddish on the basis of traditional folk culture” and to 
express Jewish identity in Yiddish rather than the administrative or majority 
language of a specific region (for instance, Russian or Polish). Unlike Hebrew, 
which the clergy used, Yiddish was the daily language of the masses; in response 
to the necessities of daily life, the common people spoke it without being forced 
to do so. However, as Weiser observes, Prylucki himself did not gain widespread 
popular support, despite his desire to lead a “populist party.” It may be that the 
religiously pious Yiddish-speaking public took little interest in institutionalizing 
high culture and preparing a research environment, including university teaching 
positions. If this was the case, advocates of Yiddishism sought to convince the 
secular elites more than anyone else, as secular elites promoted cultural adapting 
to and assimilating into non-Jewish society. Did Yiddishists seek to turn away 
from research on majority (non-Jewish) languages and former discussions on high 
culture, subsequently replacing them with debates in Yiddish? If so, even if they 
had succeeded in convincing intellectuals of the merits of Yiddishism (by 
spreading Yiddishism among them), it does not seem that this would have healed 
the divide between the elites and the masses. This is because Yiddishists did not 
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automatically agree on issues to be discussed, even though they shared the 
language of Yiddish. If such a divide existed within the community, how did 
Prylucki attempt to bring the elites and the masses together? 
 
Comparing Yiddish with Esperanto 
During Biržiška’s lifetime it was asked whether it was possible for someone 
to acquire a Jewish identity, even without family ties to the community of Jewish 
believers – or even without believing in Judaism – if that person had an 
understanding of Yiddish and a sense of affinity with Jewish culture. For instance, 
could acculturated or assimilated and converted Yiddish speakers be recognized 
as qualified to join the Yiddishism movement? If so, how does Yiddish differ 
from other movements that encouraged the spread of “common languages,” most 
famously Esperanto? What is the relationship between the two?  
Esperanto is an international, artificially constructed language and was 
designed so that anyone could easily acquire and use it, regardless of their mother 
tongue. Thus, it is not concerned with improving the position of a particular 
nation; rather, Esperanto emphasizes the advantage of providing speakers from 
diverse backgrounds with a shared linguistic space and does not favor a specific 
group with unambiguous, exclusive membership, as a nation does. In this sense, 
Yiddishism and Esperanto differ significantly. 
However, because Yiddishism lacks a territory in the geographic sense, 
most members of the Yiddish nation are, in governmental terms, citizens of 
certain states and must use the official language(s) of the place where they live. 
Weiser points out that Polish Jews who came of age during the interwar period 
were educated in Polish and rapidly assimilated into Polish culture. In a society 
where non-Jews were the majority, Ashkenazi Jewish people necessarily adapted 
to the official language and culture of their country of residence but inhabited an 
additional Yiddish milieu. This occurred not only in Poland, but also in Russia 
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and various parts of Eastern Europe. Yiddish came to function as a common 
tongue for a people living with various official languages in different 
administrative areas. It would appear that although their ideals and goals differed, 
in terms of their actual functioning, Yiddishism and Esperanto were in 
competition with one another. 
 
Warsaw and Vilna: A Competitive Relationship between Two Cities 
Finally, I will examine the geographical gap between two cities that were 
hubs for Yiddish speakers. Weiser’s report emphasizes the competitive 
relationships between cities, especially the battle between Warsaw and Vilna over 
the title of “the capital of Yiddishism.” At the time, how much did people 
perceive this antagonistic relationship? Although somewhat younger than 
Prylucki, the historian Emanuel Ringelblum (1900–1943), who was mainly active 
in Warsaw, carried out historical research and collected documents in partnership 
with YIVO. In Ringelblum’s case, it appears that the cities where Yiddish 
speakers were found had cooperative relationships with each other and were 
jointly aware of evacuation locations (in case such an action became necessary). 
For instance, fearing that the documents he collected in Warsaw would be lost in 
World War II, he fervently hoped to transfer the documents to New York. Were 
there Yiddishists who regarded the relationships between cities as 
complementary? Including the question of in what sense the Yiddishist movement 
required such things as “centers” and “capitals,” would it have been possible to 
take a different view from Prylucki’s? Did some facet of Yiddishism emphasize 











Part II    








A Short Introduction to the History of Lithuanian Jews  
and Jewish Vilna 
Yuu Nishimura 
 
The second day of the workshop focused on the city of Vilna, now the 
capital of Lithuania (Vilnius).  
When I started planning this workshop, making Vilna one of its central 
topics was a natural choice: It was here that YIVO had its headquarters before 
WWII, and arguably because of this, during the interwar years, Vilna was often 
referred to as the capital of Yiddishland, the transborder region where Yiddish 
speaking Jews resided. The papers that follow clarify why the city had such 
importance in the history of Yiddishism and Yiddish culture. Here, as a bridge 
into the stories, I would like to make a brief sketch of the history of Jews in 
Lithuania and in Vilna which had the historical nickname “the Jerusalem of 
Lithuania.”1  
Vilna was often referred to by its name in different languages: Vilnius in 
Lithuanian, Wilno in Polish, Vil’na in Russian, and Vilne in Yiddish. This reflects, 
as I will show through this introduction, not only multiethnic character of the city 
that was composed of Poles, Russians, Lithuanians, Belorussians, and Jews, but 
also the fact that the city was possessed by different reigns at different times. In 
1323, Gediminas the Grand Duke of Lithuania designated Vilna as the capital of 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The city became a part of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, when Lithuania confederated with Poland in the Union of Lublin 
1569. After the third Polish Partition in 1795, Vilna fell under the rule of the 
Russian Empire. During WWI, Germans occupied the city and when they 
evacuated, the city changed hands six times in a short period of time: Soviets, 




Going back to the middle ages, Jewish communities in Lithuania including 
that of Vilna developed in the same pattern as in the Polish Kingdom, where kings 
gave Jews privileges that allowed them to settle and work, as well as have a sort 
of autonomy that included holding their own court based on Jewish laws. It is 
worth mentioning that at the end of the sixteenth century, the Lithuanian Jewish 
communities established “The Lithuanian Jewish Council,” a counterpart to the 
“Polish Council of the Four Lands,” virtually the highest organ of Jewish 
autonomy in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. These two councils, set 
originally as a measure for collecting the poll tax on Jews effectively, functioned 
as organs both preserving discipline and welfare within the Jewish communities 
and representing their interest to the Commonwealth.2  
Among the Lithuanian Jewish communities, Vilna was not the leading one 
from the start. Jews in Brest and Grodno, for example, were already bestowed 
privileges by the end of fourteenth century, while Jews in Vilna only around the 
end of the sixteenth century. By the middle of the seventeenth century, Vilna’s 
Jewish community had grown to around 3000 (25% of the city’s total population) 
and was entitled to have a seat in the Lithuanian Jewish Council.  
The prestige of Vilna as “the Jerusalem of Lithuania” was not based on the 
community’s size but due to its prominence as a Torah learning center. Until the 
fifteenth century, Jewish cultural life in Lithuania as a whole was not prosperous. 
But from the middle of the sixteenth century, scholars from Poland, Bohemia and 
Germany moved to Lithuania. When some prominent Talmudists settled in Vilna 
the city started to develop as a center of Talmudic studies. Its reputation reached 
its zenith in the mid-eighteenth century under the leadership of Eliyahu ben 
Shlomo Zalman (1720–1797), a spiritual giant who became known as the Vilna 
Gaon (eminent Jewish scholar). He was influenced by German Haskalah (the 
Jewish Enlightenment) and is known for his struggle against Hasidism, a 
spiritualistic pietism that gained popularity among the Jewish masses at that time. 
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Under the Gaon’s leadership, Vilna became one of the most important centers of 
the Mitnagdim, which literally means “opponents,” here specifically opponents to 
the Hasidic movement. While the Hasidim (supporters of Hasidism) were marked 
by devotion to spiritualism and mysticism, the Mitnagdim were characterized by 
rationalism. These contrasting images survived for ages, and formed a 
background of the rivalry between the Jews of central Poland, one of the 
strongholds of Hasidism, and the Litvaks, Lithuanian Jews, who were under 
stronger influence of the Mitnagdim (see, K. Weiser, “Warsaw vs. Vilna”).  
After the third partition of Poland in 1795, Vilna became a part of the 
Russian Empire, whose rule over the city continued until 1914. During this one 
hundred twenty years, Vilna, as well as Lithuania in general, witnessed some 
events that had fundamental importance in Jewish history: the emergence of 
modern Jewish politics and the development of secular culture in Hebrew and 
Yiddish.  
It was Haskalah that paved the way for these phenomena. In the early 
nineteenth century, having the spiritual legacy of the Vilna Gaon, a harbinger of 
Haskalah in Eastern Europe, Vilna became one of the most important centers of 
Haskalah. Its influence could be seen, for example, in the gradual appearance of a 
new style of education. Traditional Jewish educational institutions were heder and 
talmud torah, both of which taught Hebrew, Torah and Talmud. From 1808, 
especially in 1830s and 1840s, the modern Jewish schools which taught modern 
interpretation of the Torah, Hebrew and non-Jewish languages such as Russian 
and German, and even general subjects such as history, geography and arithmetic, 
were established in Vilna and other Lithuanian towns. Toward the end of the 
century, the number of the Jewish students enrolled in state funded or private 
Jewish gymnasia whose language of instruction was Russian also grew. In these 
years, diverse literary and journalistic activities appeared in Vilna. These made 
Vilna, together with the other Lithuanian towns (Kovno, Grodono and Suwałki), a 
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center of Jewish secular education and culture.  
In the later part of the century, Lithuania also became one of the important 
centers of economic and political movements among Jews. It is true that 
Lithuania and Belorussia (which together were called the Northwest provinces 
according to the Russian administrative districts) were economically less 
developed regions. However, the high Jewish share of the local economy and the 
concentration of Jewish workforce in manufacturing industry – here the rate of 
Jewish workers engaged in handicraft and factory production was higher than the 
average in the entire Pale – made this region the center of the Jewish socialist 
labor movements.3 In 1897, some revolutionary Jewish intelligentsia etablished 
Der algemeyner yidisher arbeter bund in Lite, poyln un Rusland (The General 
Jewish Workers’ Union in Lithuania, Poland and Russia), simply called the Bund, 
which was the first and one of the most influential socialist labor parties among 
Yiddish speaking Jews. Around the same time, a group of Zionists with socialist 
orientation was active in Minsk. This group gradually dissociated itself from 
general Zionism and formed a socialist Zionist party that was called Poale Zion in 
1906. This was two years after the Central Office of the Zionist Organization in 
Russia was opened in Vilna, subsequent to Theodor Herzl’s visit in Lithuania in 
1904. 
These two labor parties would later produce enthusiastic Yiddishists, who, 
especially in the interwar period, fought tirelessly for the right of Yiddish 
language and culture. This is not unrelated to the features of the birthplace of 
these parties. Taking the Vilna-born Bund as an example, it has been pointed out 
that its cultural and political orientation was imbued with the local color of 
Lithuania. Almost all the leaders of the Bund were from Maskilim families 
(supporters of Jewish Enlightenment), received higher education in Russian, and 
were more comfortable using Russian. As they broadened their contact with 
Jewish workers, however, they started to use Yiddish and to defend the right of 
 97 
 
Yiddish, holding the ideas of national cultural autonomy in their party program. 
They tried to protect their party’s distinctive character as a Jewish socialist 
movement against the assimilationist tendency of the Russian Social Democrats, 
which had Jewish activists among them. This contrasted remarkably with the 
Jewish socialists in Poland. Here, linguistic assimilation had been in process since 
the first half of the nineteenth century, and Jewish socialists strongly gravitated 
toward Polish culture and a political cause, namely, the independence of Poland 
championed by the Polish Socialist Party (a critic against the idea of national 
autonomy for Jews). Through constant influx of Litvaks, Poland too would 
become one of the centers of Jewish politics, but this early difference between 
Polish Jewish socialists and its Lithuanian counterpart seem to highlight the 
character of Lithuania; it was a multi-ethnic buffer zone between Poland and 
Russia composed of different ethnic groups, none of which had predominance 
over the other groups. The pressure from assimilation was, thus, felt much less in 
Lithuania than in central Poland and inner Russia, which formed the background 
of the development of Jewish political and cultural movements.4   
Turning back to cultural issues, conditions for the development of modern 
Yiddish culture at that time were far from favorable. While secular Yiddish 
culture, such as literature, theater and journalism, had been on the rise in the last 
half of the nineteenth century, they were continually being banned by the Russian 
government. It was difficult to get sanction for publishing Yiddish newspapers 
and journals. Secular education had to be in Russian and the use of Yiddish was 
prohibited. It was not until after the 1905 Revolution that the ban on Yiddish 
publishing was lifted, and the number of the Yiddish presses and books grew.5 
When the political reaction began in 1907, Jewish activists put more energy on 
cultural matters. Cultural institutions such as Jewish Historical-Ethnographic 
Society, the Jewish Literary Society, and Society for Folk Music were established 
and attracted nationally conscious Jews. The Yiddishist intellectuals, who would 
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be later central figures of YIVO also embarked their own scholarly projects to 
research Yiddish language, culture and literature.      
Modern education in Yiddish continued to be prohibited in these years too. 
As for Vilna particularly, a new situation was brought on by WWI, specifically by 
the German occupation of Lithuania from 1915 to 1918. Once Germany took over 
Vilna, a flood of Jewish refugees from all over Lithuania came to the city, which 
led to the creation of the Hilfs-komitet (Aiding Committee). Since the pre-war 
communal leaders including Kehila’s authorities and a rabbi had fled to inner 
Russia, the new committee’s leading positions were occupied by the secular 
intellectuals such as medical doctors and lawyers, one of which was Tsemakh 
Szabad (1864–1935), a renowned man in interwar Vilna’s Jewish community. 
Taking advantage of the evacuation of the Russian troops, government officials 
and state school teachers, which virtually annulled the ban on secular education in 
Yiddish, he promoted education in Yiddish for refugees and succeeded in getting 
sanction from the German occupation authority, whose policy toward Jewish 
education was favorable, intending to minimizing the influence of Polish and 
Russian.6 The number of schools taught in Yiddish grew, a part of which were 
schools formerly tought in Russian but the language of instruction was switched 
to Yiddish. In 1919, half a year after the evacuation of German troops, Tsentral 
bildungs komitet (the Central Education Committee), known by its acronym 
TSBK, was established as an organ for promoting education in Yiddish. In 1920, 
it had 7 kindergartens, 13 elementary schools, one real gymnasium and 5 evening 
school, and over 4000 students in sum were enrolled in these institutions.7 A year 
later, in Warsaw, Tsentrale yidishe shul organizatsie (Central Yiddish School 
Organization), known as TSYSHO, was established by leadership of Bundists and 
Left Poale Zionistits. Both TSBK and TSYSHO became ardent supporters of 
YIVO that was established in 1925 with its headquarters in Vilna (though not 
without ideological conflicts between TSYSHO and YIVO. See, Kuznitz, “The 
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Capital of Yiddishland”).   
During these years, from German occupation in 1915 to the early 1920s, the 
status of Vilna changed dramatically. In February 1918, the Lithuanian Republic 
declared its independence and set its capital in Vilna. After the evacuation of 
German troops in the end of that year, Vilna was invaded by the Red Army and 
occupied by Soviet Russia for a short period. Then, Polish troops took over the 
city, which caused the Lithuanian government to move to Kovno (Kaunas). After 
that, Lithuania seized Vilna once again, supported by Soviet Russia, but Poland 
recaptured the city and, in 1922, finally annexed it together with the surrounding 
region. Vilna became known as Wilno in its Polish name. Cut off from the other 
Jews in historical Lithuania, the Lithuanian Republic, Vilna’s Jews were part of 
the Second Polish Republic until the beginning of the Second World War.   
Finally we reached Vilna’s interwar period. While Vilna had boasted the 
honorable title of “Jerusalem in Lithuania” for an extended period of time, it was 
precisely in the decades between the two World Wars when the title of “the capital 
of Yiddishland” resounded (Weiser’s paper shows us why the interwar Yiddishists 
argued about this term so popularly and urgently). What the word “Yiddisland” 
denotes is, usually, not a partial but the entire picture of the world of Yiddish 
speaking Jews, and so, the notion of “Yiddishland” was not directly connected 
with the modern Yiddish culture that Yiddishists wanted to develop. However, if 
Vilna was seen as “the Capital of Yiddishland,” as is shown in the papers, this can 
be attributed to this modern Yiddish culture that flourished in this period, and its 
crown jewel was YIVO, Yiddish Scientific Institute, a national academy of the 
Yiddish nation.  
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The Capital of Yiddishland: 
Yiddish Culture in Vilna between the Two World Wars1 
Cecile E. Kuznitz 
 
The city of Vilna has always occupied a special place in the Jewish 
imagination. While it was known to Lithuanians as Vilnius, to Russians as Vil’na, 
and to Poles as Wilno, to Jews it was always “the Jerusalem of Lithuania,” a 
legendary center of culture and scholarship. As the literary critic Shmuel Niger 
observed, “About no Jewish community, except for Jerusalem, of course, has so 
much been written as about the Jerusalem of Lithuania.”2 Indeed, many Jewish 
authors celebrated the city in their work. One example is the poem "Vilna," 
published in 1929, by the Yiddish writer Moyshe Kulbak:  
 
You are a Book of Psalms spelled out in clay and iron; 
Each stone is a prayer, each wall a hymn,  
When the moon trickles down in your mystical alleys . . .  
Each stone is a holy book, each wall a parchment.3 
 
Why did Vilna inspire such lyricism? Other Jewish communities in Eastern 
Europe boasted much larger Jewish populations. In the period between the two 
World Wars, Vilna had about 55,000 Jewish residents while Warsaw had about six 
times that number. Nor could Vilna claim a great yikhes [lineage] as a particularly 
old Jewish center. While the earliest date of Jewish settlement is uncertain, a 
stable community existed there by the second half of the sixteenth century. Yet at 
the time Vilna was fighting to establish itself alongside older cities in the region 
such as Brisk, Grodno, and Pinsk. 
In 1633 King Wladislaw IV issued a charter restricting Jewish residence to 
three streets in the heart of the medieval town center. While such regulations were 
never strictly enforced, this area became the focal point of Jewish life. Its 
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picturesque winding streets, some framed by arches, became an enduring symbol 
of the city until the present day. Activity centered on the shulhoyf [synagogue 
courtyard], which housed the Great Synagogue and many kloyzn [prayer rooms]. 
The shulhoyf was the hub of religious activity. It was said that there were so 
many minyans [prayer groups] meeting there that one could find Jews praying 
around the clock. It also functioned something like a town square as residents also 
gathered to use the bath, draw water from the well, shop for religious articles, or 
read the latest announcements posted on large boards there. Located a short walk 
away were other well known institutions such as Ramayles yeshiva [school for 
Talmudic study] and the Romm printing press, which produced a famous edition 
of the Talmud. Together they secured Vilna’s reputation as a center of traditional 
Jewish piety and scholarship. 
If the shulhoyf was the space that symbolized Vilna’s status among religious 
communities, the person who symbolized this quality was Rabbi Elijah ben 
Shlomo Zalman, known as the Vilner gaon [genius of Vilna] (1720-1797). The 
Gaon embodied the traditional qualities of the Litvak [Lithuanian Jew], namely 
rationalism and sobriety. He was known for his strict discipline in his study habits 
and acetic lifestyle. It was no coincidence that he led the opposition to the Hasidic 
movement, with its belief in wonder-working rebbes [Hasidic leaders] and appeal 
to the emotions.  
By the mid nineteenth century Vilna was a center of a new movement in 
Jewish life, the haskalah [Jewish Enlightenment], which led to cultural and 
educational innovations. The Romm press began publishing works of modern 
Hebrew and Yiddish literature alongside religious texts. In 1847 the Russian 
government opened a Teachers Seminary designed to promote secular education 
among Jews, while that same year adherents of Reform Judaism founded the 
modernized Choral Synagogue (today the only functioning synagogue in the city). 
In 1860 the maskil [proponent of Enlightenment] Shmuel Yosef Fuenn published 
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a history of Vilna, the first ever devoted to an East European Jewish community.4 
The Strashun Library, founded in 1892 with a gift of the maskil Matisyahu 
Strashun to the Vilna Jewish community, joined the famed array of institutions in 
the shulhoyf. 
By the late nineteenth century Vilna was again at the forefront of new 
developments in Jewish society as it became a hotbed of modern political 
movements, including both major streams of Jewish nationalism. On the one hand, 
Zionism advocated a Jewish homeland in Palestine and a revival of the Hebrew 
language, which was then used only for prayer and study. On the other, Diaspora 
nationalism sought to secure Jews’ rights in the countries of their residence and to 
develop a modern culture in Yiddish, the Jewish vernacular.5 The Jewish Labor 
Bund, a political party committed to both socialism and the Diaspora, was 
founded in the city in 1897. 
 
How did Vilna come to play such a prominent role in so many areas of 
Jewish life? One reason was its location in the borderland region known to Jews 
as Lite [Lithuania], which included all of the Baltics as well as parts of present 
day Belarus and Eastern Poland. As the many names of the city suggest, Vilna 
itself was famously heterogeneous in terms of ethnicity, religion, and language. It 
was historically inhabited by Poles, Lithuanians, Russians, Belorussians, Tatars, 
and others, with Jews sometimes forming a plurality of the population. 
Moreover, because of its borderland location the city fell under the rule of 
many different powers over time. Historically the capital of Lithuania, in 1568 
Vilna became part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. With the partitions of 
Poland it was incorporated into the Russian Empire in 1795. After changing hands 
some half a dozen times during World War I, it was claimed by both Lithuania 
and Poland and eventually became part of the newly reconstituted Polish state. 
(After World War II the city was incorporated into the Soviet Union and today it 
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is the capital of independent Lithuania.)  
For Jews, the lack of a single dominant element in the surrounding 
population meant less pressure to assimilate to any particular non-Jewish culture. 
In terms of language, Jews felt freer to maintain their own distinct vernacular 
tongue, Yiddish. This trend was reinforced by the frequent changes of ruling 
power. When a new set of government authorities began using an unfamiliar 
language some Jewish residents were unable or unwilling to adapt and instead 
kept to speaking Yiddish as the simplest course of action. 
In addition to external conditions, the internal dynamics of the Jewish 
community contributed to its cultural fecundity. One factor was the Litvak 
intellectual tradition that stressed rationalism over Hasidic mysticism. 
Traditionally, Lithuanian Jews were more open to secular forms of learning such 
as science and mathematics as long as they advanced the ultimate goal of 
religious study. This made possible a smoother transition to haskalah and later to 
modern cultural movements. 
The relatively small number of both Hasidic and assimilated Jews meant 
that class and religious divisions were less pronounced within the Vilna Jewish 
community than in many others. And while the competition between Zionism and 
Diaspora nationalism was usually mirrored by a rivalry between Hebrew and 
Yiddish, in Vilna Jews of all political orientations were more likely to maintain 
the use of the Jewish vernacular. Thus the Vilna Jewish community enjoyed a 
relatively high degree of unity, and one of the factors that united its members was 
the Yiddish language. 
These trends became even more pronounced in the wake of World War I. 
When Germans occupied the city during the war they encouraged the use of 
Yiddish, which they viewed as a dialect of their own tongue and thus preferred to 
Russian. As a result, the first Yiddish schools were opened in Vilna under German 
occupation. As Poles and Lithuanians battled for control at the end of the war, 
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many Jews thought it prudent to remain loyal to their own culture rather than risk 
taking sides. In fact, as they waited for the resolution of the conflict some Jews 
who had switched from Yiddish to Russian now returned to using Yiddish.  
Eventually Poland emerged as the new ruling power. As the map of Europe 
was redrawn at this time, newly independent states like Poland were forced to 
sign a series of Minorities Treaties pledging to support the cultural and 
educational work of their national minority populations. Language now took on 
new political weight, as activists argued that by uniting behind Yiddish Jews 
could make the best case for their entitlement to national rights. In fact, Jews were 
included in the list of groups covered by these protections, yet the Polish 
government rarely fulfilled its treaty obligations and formally abrogated them in 
1934. Nevertheless, these developments led Jewish leaders to begin the interwar 
period in a mood of optimism.  
In the following two decades Vilna became the site of arguably the greatest 
flowering of a modern secular culture in the Yiddish language. It was home to a 
flourishing theater, art, and publishing scene as well as the literary group Yung 
vilne [Young Vilna], which included such luminaries of Yiddish literature as 
Abraham Sutzkever and Chaim Grade. The Yiddish schools first opened during 
the German occupation became the kernel of a network of educational institutions 
from the level of kindergartens to teachers seminaries. For the first time in these 
schools Jewish children received a modern, systematic education with most 
subjects – from Jewish history to math to physical education – taught in their 
mother tongue. Despite the much larger size of Warsaw’s Jewish community in 
the interwar period, more pupils studied in Yiddish schools in Vilna than in the 
Polish capital. Thus while Vilna was still called “the Jerusalem of Lithuania,” 
these achievements earned it another nickname: “the capital of Yiddishland.” 
 
Given this background it would seem only natural that Vilna would become 
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the home of the Yidisher visnshaftlekher institut [Yiddish Scientific Institute], 
known by its acronym YIVO. YIVO was founded in 1925 as the first center for 
scholarship in Yiddish and about the history and culture of Yiddish-speaking 
Jewry. The institute set out to document and research both the Jewish past and 
present, to publish its findings, and to train the next generation of Yiddish 
scholars. It founded four research sections: for Philology, which included the 
study of Yiddish language, literature, and folklore; for History; for Economics and 
Statistics; and for Psychology and Pedagogy. It also established a Library and 
Archives that today still comprise the world’s largest collections on Yiddish 
culture and East European Jewry. It later added other components, most notably 
its Division for Youth Research.  
Among YIVO’s main goals were to raise the prestige of Yiddish, which had 
traditionally been denigrated as a lowly “jargon.” By researching and 
standardizing the language, YIVO’s scholars hoped to win respect not only for 
Yiddish but for all 11 million of its speakers. This was one aspect of the institute’s 
mission to “serve the folk,” the masses of ordinary Jews. Furthermore, YIVO 
sought to “serve the folk” by studying the experiences of the common people, by 
addressing topics that they would find relevant to their lives, and by presenting its 
research findings in a format accessible to a wide audience. 
Finally, the institute sought to serve as a center for Yiddish culture in 
several senses of the word. Yiddish-speaking Jews were widely dispersed 
throughout Europe, with emigrant communities from North America to South 
Africa. Diaspora nationalists viewed them a nation lacking a territory of its own, 
united by language rather than land. On a practical level YIVO sought to provide 
Yiddish scholars with a common meeting place, an organizational base, and a 
main repository where they could find the documents and data necessary for their 
work. Moreover, on a symbolic level it functioned as the equivalent of a national 
language academy, library, and university for this stateless “Yiddish nation.” Thus 
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it even took on political significance. As one supporter explained, since the 
Yiddish “language has no center and no government to support it,” YIVO served 
Yiddish-speaking Jewry “instead of a government.”6 It was in this sense that the 
linguist and journalist Zalman Reisen, one of YIVO’s founders, called the 
institute “the intellectual ingathering of the exiles for the international Yiddish 
nation.”7 
If Vilna was indeed “the capital of Yiddishland,” then many saw Vilna as 
YIVO’s natural home. As the linguist Noah Prylucki stated, “Yiddish itself is 
recognized as a territory, the anarchic republic with its seat in Vilna. YIVO is the 
scholarly academy of the territory ‘Yiddish.’”8 In fact, in retrospect many argued 
that this city was the only possible location for YIVO’s main office. “It was 
entirely natural that the first to respond [to the idea of the institute] was Vilna,” 
stated the head of the Historical Section, Elias Tcherikower, in 1930. “It couldn’t 
have been otherwise.”9 
Yet such assessments were clear only in hindsight. Nokhem Shtif, the 
Yiddish linguist who formulated the detailed plan for a Yiddish scholarly institute, 
first spoke of his idea in Saint Petersburg in 1917. Shtif was then part of a group 
of Jewish students and intellectuals living in the Russian capital. As adherents of 
Diaspora nationalism they rejoiced at the overthrow of the tsar in February 1917, 
which they hoped would allow them to build a modern secular Jewish culture in a 
newly democratic country. However, this aspiration was soon dashed with the 
Bolshevik takeover of power in October as many fled Russia in the wake of war, 
famine, and political repression. Most went to Ukraine, which briefly held out the 
promise of autonomy for its Jewish minority, yet that country was soon engulfed 
by a wave of violent pogroms. Many then settled in Berlin, which proved another 
temporary refuge. Their wanderings strengthened their conviction of the need for 
a secure haven in which to pursue their work and build Yiddish culture. 
It was in Berlin in fall 1924 that Shtif once again tried to realize his dream, 
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composing a detailed memorandum entitled “On a Yiddish Academic Institute.”10 
He wrote that the headquarters of this new institution must be in a “great 
European center” like Berlin or Vienna, with branches in Yiddish-speaking 
communities throughout the world.11 At the time Shtif finished his memorandum 
he could not afford to have it duplicated or mailed. Once he managed to gather 
sufficient funds he sent copies to Jewish leaders in cities that he envisioned as 
YIVO’s bases of support: Berlin, New York, and Vilna. 
In Berlin the great Jewish historian Simon Dubnow supported the plan in 
principle but was skeptical that it could be realized. He wrote to Shtif: 
 
First there must be found a wealthy man who will give several tens of 
thousands of dollars for the institute . . . and the second and third year 
we must pray to God that he (the wealthy man, that is) doesn't go 
bankrupt . . .12 
 
Shtif also sent a copy to Chaim Zhitlowsky, the leading theoretician of 
Yiddishism, in New York. After a lengthy delay Shtif finally received a 
discouraging reply from Zhitlowsky, who maintained that American Jews would 
not give financial support for such a project devoted to high culture in Yiddish. 
The one exception to this disheartening pattern was Vilna, where the scholars 
Max Weinreich and Zalman Reisen welcomed Shtif’s memorandum with great 
enthusiasm. They quickly organized a meeting of Yiddish school activists on 
March 24, 1925 that voted its approval of the plan. 
The Vilna supporters placed greater weight than Shtif on addressing not just 
a narrow audience of scholars but the broader Jewish public. Living in the midst 
of the Yiddish-speaking “folk,” they felt more strongly the need to connect 
YIVO’s work to the concerns of contemporary Jewish society. They also 
envisioned YIVO as part of the network of modern Yiddish cultural institutions 
that they were then working to build in the city. In particular, as many were drawn 
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from the ranks of educators, they emphasized that the new institute should work in 
tandem with the Yiddish secular schools. Despite these minor points of difference, 
the Vilna activists agreed with Shtif that YIVO’s headquarters should be in Berlin. 
Shtif was delighted by his plan’s warm reception in Vilna. As he wrote to 
Zhitlowsky, “Vilna idealists are great pragmatists, and they have shown how to 
make dreams come true . . .”13 In fact, it quickly became clear that YIVO’s 
strongest base of support was the city of Vilna and the surrounding region of Lite. 
By the spring of 1926, for example, Vilna supporters had prepared the institute’s 
first scholarly publication and gathered thousands of items for its collections. In 
these early months support groups also formed in the Baltic cities of Riga and 
Dorpat. Meanwhile, YIVO’s Berlin office became virtually inactive as Shtif 
departed for Kiev and Tcherikower for Paris. Yet for the next two years YIVO’s 
leaders resisted moving their center to Vilna. Such a formal step was in fact never 
taken, but it became moot when the Vilna branch formed a Building Committee 
and began fundraising for a headquarters in the city in April 1928. 
 
If Shtif first turned to Berlin and New York for support, this was in part 
because in the 1920s these communities were relatively prosperous. He hoped 
that Jewish individuals and organizations in Western Europe and the United States 
would be forthcoming with large donations to underwrite Yiddish cultural work. 
By contrast, in the interwar period Eastern Europe was impoverished and 
devastated by war. While YIVO’s founders were encouraged by the warm 
reception they encountered there, as East Europeans themselves they were keenly 
aware of the poverty of the region, which only grew worse over the next two 
decades. They feared that under such conditions local supporters would never be 
able to cover YIVO’s budget. As they wrote in 1925, “In Poland there is simply 
hunger among the Jewish masses . . . of course, in such a situation it is out of the 
question that in Vilna we can get some means for the institute.”14 
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In addition, Vilna activists were already burdened by their struggle to build 
other institutions of secular Yiddish culture in the city. In particular, as YIVO’s 
local leaders put it, they looked for money in “the pocket of the same paupers 
who support the school system.”15 Thus despite their enthusiasm for the institute, 
they feared that they would not be able devote sufficient energy and funds to its 
cause. Hence their initial agreement that the headquarters would best be located in 
Berlin. Once it became evident that Vilna was the de facto center of YIVO’s work, 
they were painfully aware of how economic conditions limited what they could 
achieve. As Tcherikower wrote in 1927, “One must be in Vilna, in our institute, to 
see the poverty that reigns there. It’s truly a wonder that in such poverty they do 
so much, but one can’t pay the printer with wonder.”16 
Yet if poverty was one undeniable aspect of Jewish life in interwar Vilna, 
another was its intense cultural and educational activity. Playing on the rabbinic 
saying “Without bread there is no learning,” the writer Daniel Charney entitled a 
1939 article about the city “There is No Bread But There is Learning.”17 At this 
time the institutions of religious life and study were still centered in the shulhoyf 
and about half of the city’s Jewish population still lived in the Jewish quarter. Yet 
by the interwar period this medieval neighborhood was dilapidated and 
overcrowded. It housed only the poorest elements of the population and the 
cheapest shops, sometimes dealing in second hand or stolen goods. 
By contrast, many of Vilna’s modern institutions were located in the 
neighborhood of Pohulanka, a short walk to the west of the Jewish quarter. This 
part of the city had only recently been developed with broad, straight streets lined 
with trees. There one could find the offices of the relief society Yekopo and the 
public health organization TOZ, as well as several schools and student 
organizations. This area still featured empty fields, one of which was used as the 
playground of the Maccabi sports club. In addition, many secular activists and 
intellectuals made their homes in Pohulanka’s modern apartment buildings. The 
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area’s new construction, open space, and greenery presented a clear contrast to the 
Jewish quarter. One school described its new location in a “beautiful hygienic 
building . . . roomy, sunny, and airy” in “remote” Pohulanka as “truly a salvation 
for the children who come from the city center, from the crowded, stale, and dusty 
streets.”18 
This contrast between the Jewish quarter and Pohulanka is reflected in a 
comparison of the Strashun Library and YIVO. With its renowned collection of 
rabbinic and maskilic works the Strashun Library found a fitting home in the 
shulhoyf, where a special building was constructed to house it in 1901. YIVO, on 
the other hand, first rented offices in Pohulanka, where many of its leaders also 
lived. In 1928 the Building Committee purchased a plot of land in this new 
neighborhood and set about updating an existing structure on the site. Renovation 
work was delayed by the onset of the Great Depression and other financial woes 
that nearly bankrupted the institute. Yet when finally completed in 1933, the 
YIVO headquarters made an impressive sight. It was set back from the street by 
landscaped grounds and outfitted to suit the needs of a modern research institution. 
Its green setting and up-to-date facilities presented a clear contrast to the 
conditions of the Jewish quarter. The historian Lucy S. Dawidowicz, who spent a 
year as a student at YIVO in 1938-1939, wrote in her memoirs: 
 
Everything about the YIVO – its location, its landscaped setting, its 
modern design, the gleaming immaculateness of the place – delivered 
a message. . . .  The YIVO was no seedy relic of the past; it belonged 
to the future.19 
 
In this way the building symbolized the vision of Yiddish culture in interwar 
Vilna as forward looking and dynamic. 
The YIVO headquarters quickly became an attraction for local residents and 
tourists alike. As the YIVO newsletter Yedies [News] wrote, “People come from 
 112 
 
all countries and parts of the world, and as they arrive in Vilna they go first of all 
to YIVO.”20 The Yiddish guidebook 1000 yor vilne [1000 Years of Vilna] 
recommended that visitors with only half a day to spend in the city begin their 
tour in the Jewish quarter and end at YIVO, as if retracing in a few hours the path 
from traditional to modern Vilna. Thus the institute was considered the apex of 
the famed array of Jewish institutions in the Jerusalem of Lithuania as well as a 
landmark for all Yiddish-speaking Jews. Supporters like Charney viewed “the 
small, modest building of YIVO” as “the symbol and ornament of our highest 
cultural achievements in the entire world.”21 If Vilna was indeed “the capital of 
Yiddishland,” then the YIVO headquarters was the closest thing that the Yiddish 
nation had to a capitol building.  
These ideas were embodied in one of the facility’s most striking features. 
Upon entering one saw on the staircase landing a large map of the world labeled 
in Yiddish and marked to indicate the location of YIVO branches and support 
groups in many countries. The largest pin was reserved for the YIVO 
headquarters. This map thus gave visual representation to the concept of the 
Yiddish nation as a Diaspora that spanned the globe with its center in Vilna.  
 
Yet while Vilna’s modern Jewish activists lauded the institutions of 
Pohulanka, they did not denigrate the traditional way of life represented by the 
shulhoyf and the Jewish quarter. On the contrary, they celebrated it. Writers and 
artists, attracted by the neighborhood’s quaint streets and evocative atmosphere, 
often depicted it in their work. These included Moyshe Kulbak (quoted earlier) 
and Zalman Shneour, who wrote, “Every wall absorbs tradition with the scent of 
Sabbath spices.”22 In this way secular Jewish cultural figures added to the city’s 
mystique, then co-opted that mystique for their own work. This was possible 
because they described the activities of traditional and modern Vilna not as 
competing but as complimentary. They argued that they did not wish to supplant 
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Vilna’s heritage but rather to preserve its essence in a progressive form that 
combined the best of the old and the new.  
These activists described themselves as merely taking the next step in 
extending Vilna's “tradition of beginning new things . . . a pioneer tradition.” As 
Shmuel Niger explained, “Even the revolution of the Vilna Jewish street began 
from building, not from breaking.”23 In such a formulation even politically 
radical movements were seen as part of Vilna’s long legacy rooted in its religious 
heritage. Thus one author asked rhetorically what represented the true essence of 
the city: the rabbi, the maskil, or the socialist Bundist; the “primitive,” “dying” 
shulhoyf or the institutions of the “living new Jewish humanist culture.” His 
answer: all are links in the “golden chain” of Vilna Jewish life, all ingredients of 
“nusekh vilne [the Vilna style].”24 In this way often starkly opposing trends were 
synthesized into a seamless whole. 
These factors made Vilna a fitting home for YIVO, an institution that 
carried on the city’s tradition as a center of culture and education. Niger described 
the institute as the modern equivalent of the Vilner gaon’s kloyz and Ramayles 
yeshiva, a place where students studied debates among Yiddish linguists instead 
of rabbinic sages. Although he had resisted the move of the YIVO headquarters 
for several years, in 1935 Weinreich wrote that “Vilna is the only place where the 
institute could grow to its present level.” Weinreich argued that modern Jewish 
scholarship could only thrive in a city with as rich a legacy as Vilna, where even 
“the houses and the stones retain a memory” of the Jewish past.25 
One reason for this was YIVO’s deep commitment both to preserving 
Jewish history and to producing innovative scholarship. Its very function, 
Weinreich continued, was to act as “a bridge from the past to the future.” It thus 
found its rightful place in the Jerusalem of Lithuania, a city where “there is paired 
Jewish tradition and the Jewish present. Only from the two elements together can 
one build a Jewish cultural future.”26 Another was that only in a city like Vilna, 
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in the midst of a vibrant Yiddish-speaking community, could YIVO fulfill its 
wider mission of “serving the folk.” Ironically, in cosmopolitan Berlin YIVO 
would have likely remained just a small, poor institution speaking to a handful of 
scholars. In provincial Vilna it became the lynchpin of a worldwide network of 
modern institutions in the Yiddish language.  
 
By the interwar period Vilna had assumed an almost mythic stature among 
East European Jewish communities. As a speaker at the 1929 YIVO conference 
put it, “For us Vilna is not simply a city; it is an idea.”27 Several factors 
accounted for this special “idea” of Vilna, among them its distinctive intellectual 
tradition as well as its highly diverse population and the resulting low levels of 
assimilation. In the wake of World War I these longstanding factors combined 
with a new political reality to produce an unprecedented flowering of modern 
Yiddish culture. Paradoxically, this intense cultural activity took place amidst 
great poverty and increasing antisemitism, placing severe limits upon what Jewish 
leaders could achieve. Yet such constraints did not dampen their devotion; if 
anything, these adverse conditions seem to have strengthened their resolve. 
While an institute for Yiddish scholarship was originally conceived in Saint 
Petersburg and planned for Berlin, in retrospect it seemed inevitable that Vilna 
would become YIVO’s home. As Max Weinreich put it, “We can say resolutely 
that Vilna did not grab the institute; rather, it was laid upon our city.”28 While 
Vilna’s reputation as a center of traditional piety and learning was represented by 
the shulhoyf in the Jewish quarter, the YIVO building in Pohulanka became part 
of an array of new institutions that both complemented this legacy and extended it 
for a new era.  
There YIVO became a tangible symbol for the Yiddish nation, a community 
of Yiddish-speaking Jews spread across the globe that lacked the trappings of a 
state. It therefore found its rightful place in the city called not only “the Jerusalem 
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of Lithuania” but also “the capital of Yiddishland.” Both the institute and the city 
it made its home transcended the poverty of their material conditions to promote a 
unique vision of Jewish culture: one rooted in tradition but on the cutting edge of 
European trends, embracing both the elite and the masses, that demonstrated how 
Jews could be at the same time deeply Jewish and deeply modern.  
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 このような背景を考えると、ヴィルナが YIVO の略称でよく知られてい
るイディッシュ学術研究所の本拠地となったのも自然なことに思われた。










































































































































































































していた。歴史学者のルーシー・ダヴィドヴィチは 1938 年から 1939 年ま













 YIVO 本部はすぐに観光の名所となった。YIVO のニュースレタ 『ーYIVO
ニュース』（Yedies fun yivo）は、「人々はあらゆる国や世界中の各地域から
やって来ており、彼らはヴィルナに到着すると最初に YIVO を訪れた」と
伝えた。ガイドブック『ヴィルナの 1000 年』（1000 yor vilne）は、ヴィル
ナで半日しか過ごすことのできない観光客は、ユダヤ人のヴィルナの伝統
から近代への道筋を数時間で辿り直すように、ユダヤ人地区からツアーを
















































































































Warsaw vs. Vilna: the Capital of “Yiddishland”* 
Kalman Weiser 
 
In November, 1919 literary critic Shmuel Niger rhetorically queried readers 
of the New York Yiddish daily Forverts, “Where is the Jewish centre now?” The 
collapse of the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires spelled the disruption of 
the geographic and political unity of the largest part of the Yiddish-speaking 
world. “Russia’s great and powerful centre has fallen to pieces,” Niger lamented. 
“Only remnants of it endure – in Ukraine, in Poland, in Lithuania, etc. The 
remnants are large and significant (above all in Poland and Ukraine); but it 
doesn’t compare with what was in [the Russian Empire].”1 What remained to 
unite them across new borders?  
The Great War’s immediate aftermath was a time of both great anxiety and 
profound hope for those active in the movement on behalf of secular Yiddish 
culture. The traumas and chaos of war had both necessitated and facilitated the 
creation of a wide array of cultural and benevolent institutions such as elementary 
and vocational schools that functioned in Yiddish to serve the needs of refugees 
and the war-stricken. The Yiddish press expanded and lost much of its provincial 
character during the German occupation of Poland and Lithuania.2 Yiddish was 
already a global language since the nineteenth century thanks to overseas 
immigration. Now it was a transnational culture more than ever as Jews found 
themselves citizens of the new states that emerged from the wreckage of the old 
order. Further, dreams of national cultural autonomy, a goal fostered in the 
preceding decade by Jewish political parties of virtually all ideological stripes, 
seemed for the first time feasible throughout the region.  
Traditional eastern European Jewish society made internal use of two 
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languages, Yiddish and Hebrew, in a complementary fashion. Yiddish, the mother 
tongue of the overwhelming majority of eastern European Jews, was the spoken 
language and the language of every day experience. But Hebrew (mixed with 
Aramaic), which had ceased to be spoken nearly two-thousand years earlier, was 
accorded greater prestige as the language of prayer and more serious writing, 
chiefly by the male elite. By the early twentieth century, two forms of 
language-based nationalism had emerged among the Jews of eastern Europe, 
Hebraism and Yiddish. Each challenged the traditional linguistic paradigm of that 
society in order to render it internally monolingual. Hebraism was usually 
associated with Zionism. It sought to revive Hebrew, the Jews’ holy tongue, as the 
everyday language of Jews for all functions, both written and spoken, sacred and 
profane. Yiddishism, like Hebraism, sought to build a modern, secular European 
culture on the foundations of a religiously permeated folk culture. But it wished to 
make Yiddish, traditionally seen as Hebrew’s “handmaiden,” the primary, if not 
exclusive, vehicle for the expression of Jewish identity and culture. It was usually 
associated with the political ideology known as Diaspora Nationalism or 
Autonomism because it called for recognition of the Jews as a national minority 
with rights to cultural, but not political, autonomy in the states where Jews 
already lived, particularly in eastern Europe. 
For Niger, fostering the modern Yiddish literary language and its literature 
was the key to Jewish collective survival across newly erected political and 
linguistic boundaries. He urged the creation of literary institutions such as 
publishing houses, journals, and literary funds as well as of cultural ones such as 
universities, libraries, and museums to serve the entirety of the Yiddish Diaspora. 
But with each Jewish community now functioning independently and in a new 
context, and with the envisioned transnational institutions as yet still desiderata, a 
cultural centre was very much needed. Of the major Jewish communities of 
Poland, Lithuania, Ukraine, and the United States he asked, “Which among them, 
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with its own forces will be able to create a life that will have a central, that is, a 
general national importance?”3 
Niger had only recently fled Soviet-occupied Vilna after its invasion by 
Polish troops. He was not alone among Yiddish writers and intellectuals in 
questioning the future of Yiddish culture in the wake of the massive destruction, 
displacement, and political re-configurations resulting from World War I. 4 
Regular reporting in the Yiddish press in interwar Poland and beyond on the 
condition of Yiddish language and culture across the globe helped to popularize 
among readers the concept of an imagined “Yiddishland.” Yiddishland would 
serve in lieu of a contiguous territory and as a surrogate for a politically and 
culturally sovereign state for the 11 million or so Yiddish-speaking Jews.5 
Eastern Europe, above all the territory of the former tsarist empire, was its 
heartland but “Yiddishland” had branches – or, in the perception of some, 
colonies – in central and western Europe, the Americas, South Africa, and 
Palestine. If Yiddish was itself an “anarchic republic” (to use Yiddish philologist 
and Folkist politician Noah Prylucki’s words),6 it was in need of a capital and its 
various ministries. 
One might have expected Niger to nominate Vilna as the capital of 
Yiddishland. It was renowned as the “Jerusalem of Lithuania” for its tradition of 
both religious and secular Jewish scholarship and had played a precocious role in 
the Jewish Enlightenment and the emergence of modern Jewish political parties in 
eastern Europe. But its political future was now violently contested by Poles, 
Lithuanians, Bielorussians, and Russians, each seeking to claim the city for their 
country. In the early 1920s, when Yiddish-writing intellectuals concentrated in 
world capitals, the Yiddish publishing centres of Warsaw, New York, Berlin, and 
Moscow were all more likely contenders for cultural hegemony than a Vilna 
thrust to the economic and political margins of a newly independent Poland. 
Indeed, it was conspicuously absent from discussions in the press about the centre 
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of Yiddish culture.7 
Warsaw, the largest Jewish community in Europe, was indisputably the 
“metropolis” of the Yiddish press, literature, and theatre by World War I.8 
Although it saw its Jewish population first rise significantly in the nineteenth 
century, by the twentieth century, Warsaw had become home to a burgeoning and 
variegated creative scene concentrated around the legendary writer Y.L. Peretz 
and his project to develop a modern Jewish culture in Yiddish.9 Warsaw’s 
polyglot Jewish publishing industry drew talents from throughout the Russian 
Empire. Its press grew by leaps and bounds after the 1905 Russian Revolution led 
to liberalized press laws, and it was read not merely in Warsaw but throughout the 
Polish province and beyond.10  
Neither Moscow nor Berlin, in comparison, was a major centre of Yiddish 
culture or Yiddish-speaking Jewry prior to the war. Both benefited from an influx 
of refugee intellectuals and literati arriving mainly from the former Pale of 
Settlement, helping to establish them for a time as leading Yiddish publishing 
centres.11 Within a few years of Niger’s article, however, both cities receded as 
contenders in this contest as it became clear, at least to those outside the 
Communist camp, that prospects for unfettered cultural development were narrow 
for economic or political reasons. Moreover, Yiddish cultural institutions in 
Poland and the USSR grew increasingly estranged from each other over the 
course of the 1920s as Soviet Yiddish cultural figures launched ideological attacks 
on the “fascist” Yiddishism propagated in Poland. This made establishing a 
“western” capital for Yiddishland all the more necessary.12  
Niger’s candidate was America, that is New York City. Perhaps because of 
its reputation as a “colony” of eastern Europe and its distance from the 
geographic heart of Yiddishland, America was not taken very seriously as a 
contender by most in Europe.13 It is true that New York, with about 1.5 million 
Jews, possessed a Yiddish-speaking population that dwarfed that of any European 
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city. It boasted a large number of European and European-born literary and 
theatrical talents and high press circulations. But New York was seen as losing its 
Jewish youth irretrievably and with unprecedented haste to English-language 
culture and inundating the Yiddish language with barbarisms derived from the 
local vernacular.14  In fact, many Yiddish writers living in New York City 
themselves saw Poland as the true home of Yiddish and spent extended periods 
there to be among enthusiastic audiences.15 
By the mid 1920s, discussions in the Yiddish press in Poland helped to 
frame a friendly rivalry between “Polish” Warsaw and “Litvak” Vilna. This was a 
rivalry based in part on cultural stereotypes opposing the overwhelmingly Hasidic 
Jews of what is today central Poland and the historically anti-Hasidic Jews of the 
Lithuania-Belarus region, known as Litvaks. Each city had both its champions 
and detractors who contributed at times highly artificial, tendentious and 
emotionally-coloured analyses of the state of Yiddish language and culture based 
on a combination of statistical and anecdotal evidence to publications spanning 
the intellectual and political spectrum. 
More than serving as objective analyses of the relative condition of Yiddish 
culture in each city, the popular contest constructed between them on the pages of 
the Polish Yiddish press helped to construct a cognitive map of Yiddishland and 
to chart the progress of the Yiddishist movement as a whole. An examination of 
this rivalry not only contributes to our understanding of the development and 
deployment of regional stereotypes among Yiddish-speaking Jews. It also offers a 
window onto the preoccupations, hopes and anxieties of those engaged in 
building secular Yiddish culture at a time that, not only in retrospect but in the 







Despite the influx of thousands of refugees from the surrounding area into 
the city, the Jewish population of Vilna declined significantly during World War I 
due to famine, disease, forced labour, and emigration.16 As if to compensate for 
Vilna’s uncertain present and future by concretizing, and thus preserving, its 
storied past, Vilna patriots began a campaign on its behalf already during the 
German occupation of that city. They published a vast array of literary, 
commemorative, and popular academic works to chronicle its history, celebrate its 
unique character, and otherwise lay claim to its broader cultural-historical 
relevance.17 In the interwar period, Vilna’s Yiddishist intelligentsia built upon the 
pre-existing reputation of their beloved city as the “Jerusalem of Lithuania” to 
proclaim it the most Yiddish city in the world. This boast was amplified by the 
fact that Vilna or Lithuanian Yiddish dialect – in truth, the speech of its 
intellectual class – already enjoyed superregional prestige as the “best” Yiddish – 
by the early twentieth century. 
Despite its relatively small size compared with such recent Jewish 
metropoli as Lodz, Warsaw, and Odessa, Vilna possessed a continuous Jewish 
population since the sixteenth century. It was a leading site of pre-WWI Jewish 
journalistic publishing activity, in Yiddish and Hebrew, since the nineteenth 
century. Vilna publishing houses (such as the Widow and Brothers Romm, Matz, 
and, later, B.A. Kletzkin) published both traditional and modern fare, much of it 
in service of the Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah) and the modern Jewish 
nationalist and socialist movements which took firm root there earlier than 
elsewhere in the Russian Empire.18 The publisher Kletzkin’s penchant for paying 
considerable honoraria to writers helped to establish the city’s reputation for 
“literary” production in contrast with the allegedly more “commercial” interests 
of Warsaw publishers who published much low-brow literature (shund-literatur) 
appealing to not overly discerning local audiences in the nineteenth century.19 
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Vilna too published its share of cheap literature, both in price and quality. But its 
association with high quality literature was strengthened by the willingness of the 
socialist press, particularly that of the Jewish Labour party, the Bund (which was 
founded in Vilna in 1897), to print belle-lettres regardless of ideological content 
for the edification of workers.20  
The First World War also brought a shift in language practices to the city’s 
Jews. In the late nineteenth century members of Vilna’s secularizing Jewish 
intelligentsia preferred Russian to lowly Yiddish or to the languages, such as 
Lithuanian, of the other, mostly peasant peoples in the region. Russian’s practical 
value was unquestionable as the dominant language of the empire in which they 
dwelled and its culture enjoyed tremendous prestige. But this cultural orientation 
became a liability once that city was no longer under tsarist rule. Many 
Russian-speaking Jews came to embrace a demonstratively pro-Yiddish stance 
during World War I, when speaking Russian was seen by the city’s German 
occupiers as evidence of siding with Germany’s enemy. This was possible 
because Yiddish was not really a foreign language to the upper classes of Vilna 
Jewry.21 Indeed, few children of the Jewish intelligentsia and middle class in the 
early twentieth century were completely ignorant of it, even if their knowledge 
may have been limited to “encounters with the chicken seller who came into the 
kitchen or grandparents who spoke it ‘so the children won’t hear.’” And those 
who became engaged in the socialist movement, of which Vilna was an important 
organizational and journalistic centre, were obliged to learn Yiddish in order to 
reach a mass audience.22 
Jewish intellectuals, like all segments of Vilna Jewry, continued to embrace 
Yiddish throughout the interwar period, when Vilna was a city in Poland, even if 
they continued to speak Russian in private.23 They did so because they typically 
did not identify with Polish culture and the Polish nationalist cause, possessed 
distinctive Jewish nationalist aspirations, and also desired to maintain a relatively 
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neutral position in the conflict between Poles, Lithuanians, Bielorussians, and 
Russians seeking control of the city and its environs.24  
Vilna was located in the kresy, the multiethnic borderlands of Poland where 
no local nationality was culturally dominant. Jews identified strongly here as Jews 
by nationality regardless of language preference. Indeed, like many of their 
non-Jewish neighbours, in fact, Vilna Jewry possessed a strong sense of 
regionalism and viewed their city as neither Russian nor Polish.25 Jewish schools 
that once taught in Russian now taught in Yiddish or Hebrew and a remarkable 
array of both religious and secular cultural institutions were created for Vilna’s 
50-60,000 Jews.26 These included Poland’s only Yiddish teachers’ seminary 
(active until 1931) and the Real-gimnazyia, one of four Yiddish language high 
schools remaining in Poland in the late 1930s and the only one to be accredited, if 
only for a time, on the same level as a Polish state school.27 Attendance in secular 
schools in Jewish languages – both Yiddish and Hebrew – was proportionately 
and numerically higher here than in Warsaw.28  
While Warsaw’s Jewish population was overwhelmingly religious and 
Yiddish-speaking, there existed a small class of very wealthy Jews who identified 
with the Polish language and culture prior to WWI. These so-called 
“Assimilationists” wished to integrate into the majority Polish nation and most 
commonly viewed themselves as Jewish by religion, Polish by nationality. They 
had little positive to say about Yiddish, viewing it typically with disdain as a 
degraded form of German, an embarrassing badge of Jewish separatism, 
foreignness, and primitiveness. They typically viewed Yiddish cultural 
institutions, including schools, as only impeding the progressive force of 
assimilation into Polish society and as promoting antisemitism.  
But the majority of impoverished, religiously traditional Jews in Warsaw 
were also indifferent, if not hostile, to secular Yiddish schools. They typically 
associated them with radical political parties, above all the anti-Zionist, 
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anti-clerical Bund, and suspected them of being hostile to Hebrew and religion.29 
Further, a well-organized Orthodox movement (particularly that of the Gerer 
rebbe and the Agudat Yisrael) opposed Yiddishism, although not the Yiddish 
language itself, as form of secular heresy that replaced devotion to God with 
language as the foundation of Jewish identity.30  
Vilna was also the home since 1925 of YIVO, the Jewish Scientific Institute. 
It was seen by Yiddishists as the crowning achievement of their movement. The 
university, national library, and language academy of Yiddishland, it was the 
address for Yiddishism. Members of YIVO’s tight-knit administration in Vilna 
were all active in the various social, cultural, and philanthropic organizations 
functioning in and on behalf of Yiddish. In contrast with Warsaw, which drew 
talents from the Polish provinces and beyond, Vilna’s Jewish population, which 
made up about 40% of the city’s total population, was remarkably homogenous. It 
consisted mainly of Jews from neighbouring market towns (shtetlekh) and cities 
in the region.31 The marked loyalty to Yiddish and social cohesiveness allegedly 
exhibited by all social classes despite political and religious differences among 
them made Vilna “the most Yiddish city” in the world.32 Here a Jew could 
address a Jewish doctor or lawyer in his mother tongue rather than struggle to 
speak elegantly in Polish because a professional would not know or would not 
deign to speak in such a common tongue as Yiddish. Here more than anywhere 
else in Yiddishland, according to linguist Max Weinreich, YIVO’s research 
director, the children of the intelligentsia were teaching their linguistically 
assimilated parents Yiddish and developing the language in new directions to 
accommodate modern life. And the Yiddish they were teaching them was the 
emerging literary standard taught in modern Yiddish secular schools, not the 
regional dialect.33  
Vilna was held up as an inspiration for Warsaw.34 “Vilna takes it seriously,” 
in the words of Nakhmen Mayzil, the Warsaw-based editor of Poland’s leading 
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Yiddish cultural and intellectual journal Literarishe bleter.35 Each struggle for the 
rights and recognition of Yiddish or the Yiddish school, even when resulting in 
failure, was lauded as a model of dogged accomplishment in the face of meagre 
resources and in an environment hostile to Jewish and, more specifically, 
Yiddishist aspirations.36 Warsaw, it was pointed out, even owed its major Yiddish 
cultural institutions – above all, the press and schools – to the organizational 




In its bustling pre-WW II heyday, Yiddish Warsaw was frequently criticized 
by its own denizens as well as visitors for its shortcomings in comparison with 
Vilna. It was considered the antithesis of Vilna. It was derided as a brash parvenu, 
a cauldron of turmoil lacking in both physical and cultural rootedness. Its Yiddish 
was deemed sloppy, uneducated and was neglected, albeit with notable exceptions, 
by the budding field of Yiddish philology.38 Indeed, the city found its literary 
commemoration mainly after the Holocaust and much of this is disparaging.39   
Yiddish Warsaw was routinely equated in the press with the stereotype of 
the passionate but intellectually undisciplined Hasid, a proponent of the pietistic 
religious movement known as Hasidism. Hasidism arose in the eighteenth century 
and become popular throughout much of eastern Europe but met fierce resistance 
centered in Vilna. Vilna was said to exude the legendary qualities of the staid, 
rationalist Mitnaged, the ideological opponent of the Hasidic movement. Even 
those who were critical of Vilna typically decried its flaws as evidence of the 
nefarious influence of Warsaw, Poland’s political, cultural, and economic capital 
city. Warsaw reputedly embodied such negative qualities as haste, cheap 
commercialism, and political factiousness alongside such positive ones as 
enthusiasm and creativity.40  
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Even Vilna’s growing poverty, relative geographic seclusion on the 
periphery of Poland and its provincial character in the 1920s and 30s in 
comparison with that of much larger Warsaw, with its over 300,000 Jews, were 
transformed into virtues. They were proof of the intensity of its commitment to 
Jewish nationalism and cultural continuity, as well its resistance to the lures of 
“assimilation” prevalent in the former Congress Poland and especially Galicia. In 
these regions, where Polish culture was dominant in the nineteenth century, 
Polonization among modernizing Jews was most advanced.41 
This optimistic construction was supposedly confirmed by Vilna’s 
designation as the seat of the Yiddish branch of the international PEN club despite 
Warsaw being the home of the prominent Jewish Writers and Journalists 
Association and its publication of 83 Yiddish periodicals in comparison with 
Vilna’s 8 in the years 1919-39. Indeed, Vilna’s literary scene suffered from an 
inferiority complex vis-à-vis Warsaw’s.42 But this only spurred its activity. In 
order to remain competitive with the Polish capital, Vilna patriots called attention 
to their own literary institutions, such as Rudnicki’s café, home to local writers 
and intellectuals, and, of course, Yung Vilne.43 The literary debut of Yung Vilne, a 
collection of talented young writers, as well as its very name, was not a 
spontaneous development, however. It was orchestrated and supported by the 
local Yiddishist intelligentsia as part of its campaign to promote the city. This 
intergenerational collaboration contrasted markedly with the lack of support 
received by Yiddish avant-garde groupings elsewhere in interwar Poland.44 
From an objective standpoint, of course, Warsaw’s importance as a centre of 
Yiddish cultural activity could not be contested in terms of size and diversity. The 
number of its publications, the total number of students enrolled in its Jewish 
schools (although not Yiddishist ones), and the extent of its theatre scene dwarfed 
those of Vilna. It even came to include in 1917 the acclaimed Vilner-trupe, a 
theatre troupe that originated in Vilna and was closely associated with the city. 
 142 
 
Needless to say, the Warsaw region and Warsaw proper soon came to produce 
Yiddish journalists in addition to literary talents of its own, as well.   
Still, Warsaw was the frequent object of criticism for its lack of 
commitment to Yiddishist ideals and communal solidarity.45 Articles regularly 
took stock of a variety of indicators to nervously take the “pulse” of Yiddish in 
Warsaw. They surveyed newspaper and periodical circulations,46  interest in 
spelling reform, 47  school enrolments, census language data, 48  name giving 
practices,49 and commercial and communal signage.50 Commentators frequently 
used their findings to chastise Warsaw residents for their irresponsibility in 
neglecting or abandoning Yiddish and endangering Jewish national interests by 
presenting a linguistically divided front to the Polish government. It was reluctant 
to give state support to institutions functioning in Jewish languages and 
frequently harassed Yiddish-language schools.51  
A number of guilty parties were put on trial on the pages of the Warsaw 
Yiddish press for fomenting the adoption of Polish as a language of both high 
culture and everyday usage by Jewish youth. They were also accused of 
promoting the “jargonization” of the Yiddish written word – an insult to the proud 
achievement of a standardized language – with a mixture of unruly Germanisms 
and Polonisms.52 The ideologically motivated Assimilationist movement which 
characterized the tiny secularizing elite of Warsaw Jews prior to WWI was no 
longer relevant in the 1920s and ‘30s. But so-called practical or forced 
“assimilation” due to economic and social circumstances was now a serious 
concern. The majority of Jewish children came from poor families and attended 
tuition-free state elementary schools. Those who attended secondary schools often 
attended private Jewish ones in the Polish language whose curriculum paralleled 
those of state ones, from which Jews were often excluded by discriminatory 
measures. As a result, preference for reading and speaking in Polish increased, 
even among children whose mother tongue was Yiddish, with each year of 
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Polish-language schooling and due to the greater availability of books of all types 
in Polish.53 Moreover, the prestige of Polish, the official language of the state and 
of a highly attractive literature, was undeniable. The best efforts of local 
Yiddishists notwithstanding, Yiddish remained associated with the poorest and 
most religious segments of the Jewish population. These were the segments 
typically least inclined to support Yiddishism either ideologically or financially. 
Vilna was praised for the trend away from Russian and toward Yiddish 
among its intellectuals after WWI. The situation was the opposite in Warsaw. 
What Polish Jewish intellectual or even Yiddish writer, it was asked, actually 
raised his child in Yiddish or sent him to a Yiddish school?54 
Above all, however, Warsaw Jews were found guilty of the sin of 
“shmendrikism,” a shmendrik referring to a laughable parvenu. The sufferers of 
“shmendrikism” were described as embarrassed to speak Yiddish in public and as 
preferring Polish even if spoken poorly, despite – or perhaps, rather because of – 
the elusiveness of acceptance for Jews in Polish Catholic society. While affecting 
all classes, “shmendrikism” was attributed in particular to the social climbing 
petite bourgeoisie, especially its women.55 Indeed, women bore the brunt of the 
blame as mothers who refused to speak Yiddish with their children out of shame 
or to prevent them from acquiring a socially stigmatizing Yiddish accent that 
would close doors to higher education and the professions in an increasingly 
antisemitic climate.56 These charges were hardly new. While exaggerated and 
exonerating fathers of any responsibility, they owed no doubt something to the 
willingness to expose women more than men to gentile language and culture.57 
This willingness stemmed from differing religious obligations for men and 
women in traditional Judaism. Since daughters were not obliged to have a 
knowledge of Hebrew and scripture, even the most religiously stringent parents 
were more comfortable sending their daughters to Polish-language public and 
private schools than their sons. 
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Moreover, there existed little in the way of a Polish-language press, let 
alone literature, aimed at a specifically Jewish audience prior to the interwar 
period. This reflected that so few Jews were literate in Polish outside of the 
circles of the so-called Assimilationists. But this situation began to change in the 
interwar years as a Polish-Jewish press emerged to meet the needs of a rapidly 
growing class of linguistically Polonized and Polonizing Jews who were offended 
by the often antisemitic tone of the mainstream Polish press or who sought 
specifically Jewish content. Yiddishists reserved special venom for such 
“Shmendrik-tribunes” as Ewa and Nasz Przegląd, Polish-language publications 
which targeted a specifically Jewish audience and were therefore perceived as 
direct competitors to Yiddish publications. Yiddishists complained that writers for 
Polish-language Jewish publications showed a lack of regard for Hebrew and 
Yiddish writers while impressing ignorant female readers with superficial 
scribbling that betrayed a lack of understanding of Jewish history, culture, and 
national interests. Consequently, they allegedly had little of value to say to Jews 
and were hardly qualified to present Jewish views to a non-Jewish audience for 
the sake of improving Polish-Jewish relations – the only legitimate task for a 
Polish-Jewish press, in the eyes of Yiddishists. 58  Needless to say, such 
condescending, misogynistic evaluations as well as inaccurate evaluations of 
these newspapers’ content smacked as much of jealousy as anxiety for Yiddish 
writers’ livelihoods. The Polish-Jewish press drew not only readers but advertisers 
away from the Yiddish press and thereby undermined its cultural relevance and 
financial basis.59 Again, Vilna compared favourably with Warsaw in this regard: 
it lacked a Polish-Jewish daily.  
To be sure, to read much of the interwar Yiddish press is to get the 
impression that Yiddish was headed toward extinction in all major cities in 
Yiddishland, both in eastern Europe and elsewhere. All with the exception of 
Vilna. Neither indifference nor opposition to Yiddishist ideology among a 
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segment of Vilna’s population, such as Hebraists and Orthodox, compromised the 
image of Vilna as a Yiddish lighthouse and citadel. Nor did the spread of 
Polonization among its youth and declining rates of attendance in Yiddish schools 
there too by the 1930s.60 The intensive activity of its secular Yiddish sector was 
the yardstick by which all else was measured. 
Of course, not all Warsaw Yiddishists agreed with paeans to Vilna at the 
expense of Warsaw even if they recognized Vilna “as first among equals,” 
especially because of the presence of YIVO there.61 They found themselves 
repeatedly on the defensive. The poet Kadia Molodowski bitterly denounced what 
she called the tendency “to negate Warsaw” in the Yiddish press. In refuting 
assertions that Warsaw had lost its pre-war character as an intimate literary center, 
she argued that such intimacy was impossible in a city of Warsaw’s size. The 
development of factions could not be avoided among the numerous schools, 
libraries, and literary and cultural associations that mushroomed since WWI. It 
was evidence not of the decline of Yiddish culture but of its growth and 
diversification.62  Nakhmen Mayzil, for his part, sought to demonstrate that 
circulation and library statistics attesting to the sorry state of the city’s Yiddish 
readership were misleading: they failed to reflect the numerous additional pairs of 
eyes that read a Yiddish publication or the enthusiastic audiences for Yiddish 
lectures and performances even among those who most commonly read or spoke 
Polish, not to mention Hebrew.63 And the historian Yitshok Schipper explained at 
a YIVO conference in 1935, Vilna could accomplish much on the academic front 
precisely because it was so quiet, unlike Warsaw, which was the “centre of Jewish 
and Polish social institutions.”64 The stillness of life and the lack of distractions 
in Vilna thus provided ideal conditions for research. Others gave Vilna a 
backhanded compliment by arguing that Vilna Jewry’s ghetto-like character and 
its provincialism in contrast with the cosmopolitan nature of Warsaw preserved it 
from the temptations of world culture.65 
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A number of voices object to the widespread notion that “literary Yiddish” 
was identical with Vilna Yiddish and that there was something inherently inferior 
about Polish Yiddish.66 In actuality, the grammar of Literary Yiddish is based 
chiefly on that of Polish and Ukrainian Yiddish but it employs a pronunciation 
most similar to, but not identical, with that of the Vilna secular intelligentsia. In 
any case, Literary Yiddish was associated with modern secular movements by 
World War I. It made inroads not only among the students of the secular Yiddish 
Tsisho schools in all dialect territories but among the girls in the religious 
Beys-yankev schools of Congress Poland too. Children increasingly proved 
diglossic, speaking an approximation of literary Yiddish in the classroom and 
Warsaw dialect outside it or a mixture of both. 67  Purists disdained 
hypercorrections in speech and signage based on mistaken assumptions about 
Literary Yiddish. They also objected to the widespread notion that Polish Yiddish 
pronunciation and vocabulary, which was commonly associated with 
provincialism and Hasidic life, was ugly and not fit for higher cultural functions.  
In sum, Warsaw patriots worried about what they saw as a tendency toward 
two types of “assimilation” – Polonization, on the one hand, and “Vilnaization,” 
on the other. They saw this as evidence of Warsaw Jewry’s shameful lack of pride 
and self-respect.68 And they now found themselves confronted with two distinct 
menaces to the vibrancy and uniqueness of Warsaw’s Yiddish cultural scene. The 
first, Polonization, represented the failure of Yiddishism to win converts to its 
goal of building an all-encompassing modern culture for Jews chiefly, if not 
exclusively, in Yiddish; the second, ironically, was a product of its successes: a 
standardized language drawing on all dialects undermined regional distinctiveness. 
It was spread by such means as schools, political parties, and the press.  
Despite a clear trend toward Polonization in the interwar period, the vast 
majority of Jews in both Warsaw and Vilna continued to speak Yiddish as their 
dominant language, even if they were not committed to Yiddishism or unaware of 
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its cultural and academic achievements. Yiddishist evaluations relied heavily on 
the achievements in each city in the domains of the “three pillars” of modern 
Yiddish culture – the school movement, the literary language, and the press and 
literature. They had typically little regard for the religious, especially Hasidic, 
sector of Polish Jewry which did not share its aspirations. The “polysystem” 
described by scholar Chone Shmeruk – the use of Hebrew, Yiddish, and Polish in 
different contexts and for complementary functions by virtually all Jews in 
interwar Poland – was understandably overlooked by most observers in the 
Yiddish press or simply denounced as the betrayal of the goal of national 
monolingualism.69 
Naturally, Warsaw Yiddish speech was every bit as linguistically innovative, 
expressive, and colourful as that of Vilna. This was especially true when one did 
not limit his gaze to the self-consciously secular Yiddishist sector. A positive 
evaluation of it has come, however, chiefly after the Holocaust.70 As in the case 
of Vilna, Warsaw’s alleged shorting comings have been transformed into virtues 
through the prism of hindsight and nostalgia. Indeed, some reflections penned not 
long after the destruction of Warsaw Jewry recall the city as a whole precisely for 
those features, such as internal Jewish diversity and energy, for which it was 
previously denigrated. They also attributed to it qualities, such as style, 
rootedness, and tradition, which it was most often denied prior to the war.71 
In retrospect, Yiddishists in Warsaw and Vilna jointly engaged in the 
conscious creation of a Yiddishist myth surrounding Vilna. It built upon the 
pre-existing mystique surrounding the “Jerusalem of Lithuania” and the prestige 
of Vilna dialect. If the search for a capital city for a culture on the ascendant in 
uncertain times characterized the contest for cultural hegemony immediately after 
World War I, a heightened sense of anxiety gave it a new coloration by the 1930s. 
Concern about the future of Yiddishland helped to encourage the propagation of 
the Vilna myth as Yiddishists sought a bastion not simply for the Yiddish 
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language but a youth that would perpetuate the cultural institutions which they 
had struggled to create. Vilna was not the most Yiddish city. This was a title that 
perhaps Warsaw or New York deserved based on the size of its Yiddish-speaking 
populations, publications, and theatre alone. But Vilna was certainly the one most 
dedicated to the project of Yiddishism. 
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Āagary and Yung Vilne: 
  The Polysystem of Interwar Vilnius 
Moriyasu Tanaka 
 
The majority of Polish society during the interwar period was a largely 
monolingual society. Despite the presence of people capable of speaking foreign 
languages such as Russian and German, everyday conversation was conducted in 
native Polish. On the other hand, the majority of Poland’s Jewish inhabitants were 
polyglots. Renowned Yiddish researcher Chone Shmeruk analyzed such 
multilingualism in Jewish societies in terms of the problems facing the production, 
consumption and distribution of literature.1 
Applying Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory in which literary space is 
analyzed as the competitive relationship between popular and serious literature, or 
a complex consisting of the interactions between languages resulting from 
translation, Shmeruk analyzed the conditions surrounding Jewish literature in 
independent Poland as a polysystem of three languages: Yiddish, Hebrew and 
Polish. The era of independent Poland described by Shmeruk was one of a rapid 
transition in the language of Jewish society from the traditional Ashkenazi 
bilingualism of Hebrew and Yiddish to Yiddish-Polish bilingualism. The reason 
for this is that Polish became the official language instead of Russian and German. 
This was further affected by the relocation of Hebrew writers and readers to 
Palestine, which resulted in the center of Hebrew literature moving there as well. 
The relationship of the three languages also took the form of an ideological 
struggle. Zionist ideology had been the cornerstone of Hebrew culture, while 
modern Yiddish secular culture had mainly been supported by the ideology of 
Bundists and Folkists. In either case, both grew distant from Polish-Jewish culture, 
which gave impetus to the assimilation of Jews into society. There were not a few 
Hebraists who felt that Polish was preferable to Yiddish, as well as Yiddishists 
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who preferred Polish to Hebrew.  
In short, Jewish society in Poland found itself in a culturally and politically 
complex competitive relationship between three languages. However, Shmeruk 
states that each of these cultural realms mutually affected one another through 
translation, publishing and distribution, despite being in opposition. 
The polysystem in interwar Poland is important when considering the 
relationship between the two literary groups that were active in Vilnius in 1930’s: 
Āagary and Yung Vilne. The former was a group of Polish poets, while the latter 
was a group of Yiddish poets. Here, we would like to outline the changes in the 
literary scene in Vilnius since the 1930s, primarily focusing on the effects and 
competitive relationship of the two cultural spheres of Yiddish and Polish. 
 
Āagary and Yung Vilne 
Stefan Batory University (presently Vilnius University) was located in the 
center of the Old Town of Vilnius (present-day Universiteto Street). In 1931, 
Āagary was formed by students of this university. One of its founding members 
was Czesław Miłosz, who later gained worldwide fame as a Polish poet and 
received a Nobel Prize in 1980. 
In those days, the Jewish quarter was a short walk south from the university. 
The first road one would have encountered was Jewish Street (present-day Āydu 
Street) with Strashun Street (present-day Āemaitijos Street) to the south, where 
the Great Synagogue and the Strashun Library were built. This was the home base 
of activity for Yung Vilne. This group, which consisted mainly of working-class 
poets and painters, began a study group at Strashun Library around 1929, and 
held readings at each other’s apartments. Two authors, Avrom Sutskever and 
Chaim Grade – who would later become leaders in postwar Yiddish literature – 
made their debuts with this group. 
In other words, Āagary and Yung Vilne were active in parallel with each 
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other during the same period. However, it is said there was no mutual exchange 
between the two groups. Miłosz has stated the following when reflecting back 
upon this time: 
 
Around that time, Vilnius was not one town but two towns with only the 
slightest interaction: the Polish “Wilno” and the Jewish “Vilne.” There are 
various reasons for this lack of connection between the two towns, the 
underlying theme of which might deserve in-depth historical analysis. I 
myself am completely ignorant of Yiddish books written a stone’s throw 
from where I live, meaning that in the end, I was just a resident of Wilno.2 
 
The above two groups were walled off from one another by differences in 
Polish and Yiddish vocabulary, as well as a cultural hierarchy between the two 
languages. While it was accepted that Wilno poets were ignorant of Vilne, it 
would have been difficult for Vilne poets to be unaware of Wilno. 
Wilno/Vilne was the town that gave birth to the renowned 18th-century 
Talmudist Elijah ben Shlomo Zalman (known as Vilna Gaon). It was, at the same 
time, the place where Polish national poets Mickiewicz and Słowacki were 
pursuing their studies. In 1922, Vilnius was annexed to the Second Polish 
Republic, and officially became known as “Wilno,” which intensified the Polish 
influence on the city. However, Vilnius continued on to be “Vilne” to the Jewish 
population.  
Joanna Lisek, the author of Jung Wilno, traces the relationship between 
Jews in Wilno and Poland, as a task of Polish researchers on Yiddish literature. 
According to Lisek, Polish and Yiddish writers jointly held a poetry evening in 
Wilno in April 1929. This event was sponsored by the Wilno branch of the 
Yiddish P. E. N. Club and proved to be an opportunity for exchange between 
Yiddish and Polish writers.3 At that time Miłosz regularly held poetry readings 
with friends on Wednesday evenings, and in May 1929 invited members of the 
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Yiddish P. E. N. Club to the poetry evenings. In addition, in 1933, Lithuanian, 
Belorussian, Jewish and Polish poets held gatherings under the flag of 
“Revolutionary Poetry.” Miłosz reflected upon this situation as follows: 
 
The Left posed a real threat to “right-thinking people” because it was 
taking strides to smash the barriers. It organized, for example, an 
“Evening of Revolutionary Poetry” at which Polish, Lithuanian, and 
Byelorussian verse were recited; a small tailor literally magnetized the 
whole hall, packed as never before, by turning one Yiddish poem of Ernst 
Toller’s into a rhythmic dance.4 
 
Wilno/Vilne poets probably made other attempts towards multilingual and 
multiethnic solidarity in various forms other than what was described above, but 
these ultimately “remained marginal events”5 with the rightward political tilt of 
the 1930s.  
In 1979, Miłosz met Sutskever in Rotterdam in the Netherlands and 
exchanges began between the two of them. It was at that time that Miłosz became 
aware that members of Āagary and Yung Vilne had been meeting face to face on a 
daily basis. Miłosz says that he was surprised to hear from Sutskever that he 
himself had participated in the Wednesday Poetry Evenings as an audience 
member.6 Āagary and Yung Vilne maintained a relationship through the interwar 
period. However, the relationship was asymmetrical; language and cultural 
barriers essentially prevented Āagary members from participating in Yung Vilne 
events, though Yung Vilne members freely attended Āagary events, and without 
Āagary members being aware of their affiliation. Development of a symmetrical 
relationship between the two groups began only after the Holocaust.  
 
Yung Vilne  
Yung Vilne was originally a small private group holding exhibitions of 
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paintings and gatherings for reading at the members’ houses. It began to make its 
voice known to the larger public around 1929. It was given impetus by Zalman 
Reisen, the editor of the Yiddish daily Vilner Tog, and one of the principal 
members of the Yiddish P. E. N. Club and YIVO. Reisen assisted in the 
invigoration of Yiddish culture in Vilne, by activities such as compiling 
anthologies of Yiddish literature. It is said that the idea of naming the group 
“Yung Vilne” was his.7 
In other words, Yung Vilne was not originally a group that was brought 
together by holding a clear program; political views of its members were different 
from each other. However, many of its members were from poor households in 
Vilne, and thus the lower class society in the Jewish quarter often became the 
subjects of poetry. A good example is “Vilner shul-hoyf” (The Vilna Synagogue 
Courtyard) (1937) by Leyzer Volf: 
 
Do, goysest nokh der vasertreger-yid, 
Do, hot der fayer-top nokh nit farglit. 
Do, kholemt nokh der himlisher mekubl, 
Do, tant der letster khosed in zayn shtibl. 
 
Here, a Jewish water carrier is dying, 
Here, the oil lamps have still not grown cold. 
Here, the heavenly kabbalist has a dream, 
Here, the last Hasid is still dancing in the synagogue.8 
 
Working class issues were a major concern of Yung Vilne due to its 
left-leaning working-class membership. An example is the poet Chaim Grade.  
Grade was born to a Hebraist household in Vilnius in 1910. The family’s 
fortune declined after the death of his father. Strict religious education was driven 
into him at yeshiva, but later he immersed himself in the world of Yiddish as if he 
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rejected the past teachings. When the Nazis invaded the town in 1941 Grade 
escaped to the Soviet Union. He emigrated to the U.S. after the war and 
eventually died in New York in 1982. Along with New York-based writer Itzhak 
Bashevis (Isaac Bashevis Singer), Grade is currently famous as one of the 
representative novelists of postwar Yiddish literature. Singer wrote numerous 
novels reflecting upon interwar Warsaw, but Grade also wrote many novels 
reminiscing about interwar Vilne, such as Der mames shabosim (My Mother's 
Sabbath Days) (1955).  
Yung Vilne published three issues of its own magazine from 1934 to 1936. 
The second issue (1935) featured the poem “Velt in naytsn fir un draysik” (The 
World in 1934) written by Grade while still sympathetic to the Soviet Union. 
Copies were ultimately seized because the poem included phrases like “The 
proletariat, stand up like the Phoenix / From blood and dust and resignation”.9 
Yung Vilne was thus marked by Polish authorities because of its political leanings, 
and all issues were seized one by one. Continuing publication of the magazine 
became difficult after the arrest of its key member Shmerke Kaczerginski in 1936. 
The poets of Yung Vilne continued their activities by submitting to magazines in 
Warsaw and New York.  
Sutskever was the youngest of the group’s members. He was different from 
the others in that he had been brought up in an affluent household. After leaving 
kheder, he was tutored at home, and made his way through a Polish-Hebrew 
Gymnasium. Although he did not graduate university, he audited classes at Stefan 
Batory University. Sutskever was adept at impenetrable poems embellished by his 
refined cultivation, portraying natural landscapes more often than urban ones. As 
a result, he is said to have been in opposition to his colleagues’ anti-elitist 
stance.10 Although Sutskever did make Vilne the base of his activities, many of 
his poems were carried by magazines in Warsaw and New York. The New York 
Yiddish magazine Inzikh, for example, was known to have a strongly elitist 
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inclination, and often printed Sutskever’s poems. Sutskever’s poems even gained 
attention in Warsaw, and the Jewish-Polish poet Julian Tuwim was said to have 
evaluated them highly when Sutskever gave recital in Polish of some of his 
poems. Sutskever even recited his own works to a Galician-born German writer 
Joseph Roth.11 Of Yung Vilne poets, Sutskever was the most outward-going. 
 
Sutskever 
Sutskever started writing in Hebrew, but later switched to Yiddish. After the 
Holocaust, he left Poland for Palestine and continued writing in Yiddish. From 
early childhood, he had a love of Polish literature, and even after debuting as a 
Yiddish poet, he was known to have been strongly influenced by Polish literature. 
An example of this is his poem “Cyprian Norwid” (1937). It is a poem lyricizing 
about the Polish poet known for his “Āydowie Polscy”(Polish Jews) (1861), a 
patriotic poem proclaiming solidarity between Poles and Jews against Imperial 
Russia. The poem begins as follows:  
 
Ver s’trogt af zikh di kroyn fun rum, un ver – di kroyn fun zind, 
A hant meks say vi oys di freyd un dos iz di baloynung. 
Nor dikh, poet, ikh ze fun vayt in nakhtazil atsind 
Un af dayn kop – a dernerkrants, dayn gildene bakroynung. 
 
The person receiving the Civic Crown, receiving the Crown of Thorns 
Waits for the reward in which is taken up some joy. 
I look only at you poet in a faraway cheap hotel 
A crown on your head, your crown of gold.12 
 
Sutskever was born in 1913 in Smorgon near Vilnius, which was part of 
Russia at that time. In 1915, it became a battleground between the German and 
Russian armies, and Sutskever’s family fled to Siberia. According to Daniel Kac, 
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the author of a critical biography of Sutskever, in this place the young Sutskever 
met Avigdor Hameiri, an Austrian army officer who was held captive by the 
Russian Army, and would later be known as a Hebrew poet. Sutskever learned 
Hebrew from him.13 When the First World War came to an end, Lithuania 
became independent with Vilnius as its capital. However, immediately afterward a 
war broke out between Poland and the Soviet Union, and as a result, Vilnius was 
taken by Poland in 1920. Sutskever’s family returned to the Polish Wilno in 1921. 
Up to this point, Sutskever must have been hearing Yiddish every day in his 
daily life. However, it was only after Sutskever arrived in Wilno that he, who had 
been accustomed to reading Polish and Russian from an early age, started writing 
in Yiddish. Sutskever had studied at a Polish-Hebrew gymnasium and had never 
leaned Yiddish at school. It was quite natural, however, that he took an interest in 
Yiddish literature in Wilno, where Yiddish culture flourished throughout 1920s. In 
1925, YIVO was established in Wilno. In addition, the Strashun Library boasted 
an enormous collection of Yiddish and Hebrew works, and Sutskever deepened 
his knowledge of Yiddish literature by visiting this library. He began writing 
poems in Hebrew in around 1927, but around 1929 he switched to Yiddish and 
became involved in Yung Vilne. He then shortly emerged as one of the central 
poets of the group.  
During the Second World War, Wilno became a part of the Soviet Union, 
and was then occupied by the Nazis in 1941. Sutskever was imprisoned in the 
ghetto with his family, and was engaged at YIVO in preparing a collection of 
books for “Jewish studies without Jews” (“Wissenschaft des Judentums ohne 
Juden”) as a member of the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, a labor unit 
organized by the Nazis. During that time, he formed contacts with partisans 
organized in the ghetto, and was involved in smuggling weapons and saving 
books. In 1943, the Vilnius Ghetto Uprising erupted, and Sutskever successfully 
escaped from the ghetto through the assistance of partisan units. Sutskever waited 
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out the end of the war in the Soviet Union, and then after returning to Poland, 
emigrated to Palestine via Paris in 1947. 
After the war, Sutskever published several collections of poems. One of 
them is titled Yidishe gas (Jewish Quarter) (1948) and includes a long-form poem 
“Tsu poyln”(To Poland), first published in a New York-based magazine 
Zamlbikher vol. 7 (1948). This Yiddish poem abounds with Sutskever’s 
knowledge of Polish literature. The poem begins with reference to Pan Tadeusz 
(1834) by Adam Mickiewicz. The first four stanzas end with the insertion of the 
famous phrase “Smutno mi BoĀe!” (I am so sad, O God!) from Słowacki’s poem 
Hymn (1830) in original Polish. Both of these poems were written by a Polish 
national poet in response to the 1830 anti-Russian uprising by Polish patriots (the 
November Uprising). In Pan Tadeusz, a pro-Poland Jew named Jankiel appears, 
which is known as the first favorable depiction of Jews in the history of Polish 
literature. Sutskever counted himself a descendant of Jankiel, and talked to 
Poland as follows: 
 
Mayn shtat hot mit gloybn di vortslen gelodn 
Ven er iz arayn in dayn frukhtikn bodn. 
… 
Di libshaft tsu dir eygnland hot er farbitn 
In libshaft tsu dir un in eynem gelitn, 
Khotsh er hot zikh kloymersht fareynzlt bazunder. 
 
My family put a lot of trust in putting down roots  
When coming to your fertile and welcoming land.  
(…) 
I loved you more than my own birthplace 
We shared both joy and injury with you, 




This is a song of painful farewell to Poland, and at the same time, of 
criticizing its anti-Semitism. It was written in response to the outbreak of 
pogroms in Poland after the Holocaust.  
 
Tsefrest mikh der zhaverdik temper bizoyen 
Vos nokh der milkhome es vidmenen, royen 
Arum unter dayne farsarfete dekher 
Vi giftike ekdishn poylns farshvekher. 
 
The rust of shame undermines me, torments me, like being burnt 
Though it is said the war is over, under a dry roof 
Poland’s dishonor with scorpion venom 
Again swarms and overflows.15  
 
At the end of the poem, he wrote “Poland, July to September 1946.” It was 
July 1947 when pogroms erupted in Kielce. Immediately after publishing this 
poem, Sutskever left Poland for Palestine. 
Of all the poets in Yung Vilne, Sutskever was the one who demonstrated the 
greatest sympathy with Polish literature. Hence, it would have been even more 
shocking for him to hear the news of the pogroms. He decided to emigrate to 
Palestine, arguably pushed by the pogroms in Poland.  
 
Un ikh, vos aher bin gekumen kedey tsu 
Gezegenen zikh – nem aroyf af mayn pleytse 
Dem oyel un vander avek mit zayn nign 
 
I came to this place to inform you of my parting 
Carrying a gravestone on my back 




Sutskever stayed in Israel and gave testimony as a Holocaust survivor. He 
remained active as a Yiddish poet, coediting a Yiddish publication Di Goldene 
Keyt (The Golden Chain), and died in 2010 in Tel Aviv.  
 
Miłosz After the War 
There were a large number of Jewish writers participating in the Polish 
cultural sphere in interwar Poland, but it was rare for Polish writers to participate 
in the Yiddish or Hebrew spheres, and the relationship between the two was not 
mutual but rather of one-way direction. After the war, Miłosz’s writing tackled his 
own indifferent relationship with Jews in Poland, as if he regrets his own history 
of “missed connections”. 
One such work was the poem “Campo di Fiori” (1943). After the outbreak 
of the Second World War, Miłosz went to the front lines as a special 
correspondent for Polish Radio, and after the Soviet invasion of Poland he fled to 
Romania. In 1940, Miłosz returned to Warsaw under the General Government of 
Poland and witnessed the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising that occurred from April to 
May 1943. This poem juxtaposed the ghetto Jews executed by the Nazis with 
Giordano Bruno who was burned at the stake in the Campo di Fiori (“Field of 
Flowers”) for opposing the authority of the church. It spoke of his own feelings of 
shame of being one of the Poles outside the ghetto who could only stand and gaze 
upon this moment of atrocities against the Jews.  
 
Wspomniałem Campo di Fiori 
W Warszawie przy Karuzeli, 
W pogodny wieczór wiosenny, 
Przy dźwiękach skocznej muzyki. 
Salwy za murem getta 
Głuszyła skoczna melodia 
I wzlatywały pary 
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Wysoko w pogodne niebo. 
 
Czasem wiatr z domów płonących 
Przynosił czarne latawce, 
Łapali skrawski w powietrzu 
Jadący na karuzeli. 
Rozwiewał suknie dziewczynom 
Ten wiatr od domów płonących, 
Śmiały się tłumy wesołe 
W czas pięknej warszawskiej niedzieli.17 
 
I thought of the Campo di Fiori 
in Warsaw by sky-carousel 
one clear spring evening  
to the strains of a carnival tune. 
The bright melody drowned 
the salvos from the ghetto wall, 
and couples were flying 
high in the cloudless sky. 
 
At times wind from the burning 
would drift dark kites along 
and riders on the carousel 
caught petals in midair. 
That same hot wind  
blew open the skirt of the girls 
and crowds were laughing 
on that beautiful Warsaw Sunday.18 
 
From the middle of the 1970s, Miłosz started learning Hebrew in order to 
read the Bible in original texts, and translated the Book of Job from Hebrew in 
1980. During the same time period, Miłosz was living in the U.S. and started 
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exchanging letters with Sutskever in Israel. The two men, who had missed 
connections during the interwar period, began to finally walk a path of recovery 
more than 30 years after the war.  
Shmeruk described Jewish culture in interwar Poland as composed of three 
languages that complemented each other: Polish, Yiddish and Hebrew. This paper 
only touches upon relationship between Polish and Yiddish. As for Hebrew, its 
importance for Sutskever in ghetto, for example, might be one of topics.  
When we, as Japanese researchers, think about the relationship between 
Yiddish and Polish, we naturally draw comparisons to the relationship between 
Korean and Japanese on the Korean peninsula during the period of Japanese rule. 
Were there writers on the Korean peninsula at that time equivalent to Sutskever 
and Miłosz? This is a topic we would hope to address in future discussions.  
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Do, goysest nokh der vasertreger-yid, 
Do, hot der fayer-top nokh nit farglit. 
Do, kholemt nokh der himlisher mekubl, 
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 「若きヴィルネ」は 1934 年から 1936 年にかけて機関誌を３号まで発行
したが、その第２号（1935）に、まだソ連に共感を抱いていた頃のグラー






































Ver s’trogt af zikh di kroyn fun rum, un ver – di kroyn fun zind, 
A hant meks say vi oys di freyd un dos iz di baloynung. 
Nor dikh, poet, ikh ze fun vayt in nakhtazil atsind 


























































Mayn shtat hot mit gloybn di vortslen gelodn 
Ven er iz arayn in dayn frukhtikn bodn. 
… 
Di libshaft tsu dir eygnland hot er farbitn 
In libshaft tsu dir un in eynem gelitn, 













Tsefrest mikh der zhaverdik temper bizoyen 
Vos nokh der milkhome es vidmenen, royen 
Arum unter dayne farsarfete dekher 
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Un ikh, vos aher bin gekumen kedey tsu 
Gezegenen zikh – nem aroyf af mayn pleytse 
































Wspomniałem Campo di Fiori 
W Warszawie przy Karuzeli, 
W pogodny wieczór wiosenny, 
Przy dźwiękach skocznej muzyki. 
Salwy za murem getta 
Głuszyła skoczna melodia 
I wzlatywały pary 
Wysoko w pogodne niebo. 
 
Czasem wiatr z domów płonących 
Przynosił czarne latawce, 
Łapali skrawski w powietrzu 
Jadący na karuzeli. 
Rozwiewał suknie dziewczynom 
Ten wiatr od domów płonących, 
Śmiały się tłumy wesołe 
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誌である『YIVO 報知』（YIVO bleter）など、多数の出版物が刊行された。 
 機関の名称にある yidish は、イディッシュ語で「イディッシュ語（の）」という、英





に置き換えられた。また、YIVO の英語での名称が Institute for Jewish Research であるよ
うに、現在はその研究対象も「イディッシュ」の枠を超えている。 
 
































了されて 1926 年にキエフへ移り、「ユダヤ・プロレタリア文化研究所」に職を得た。 
  

























＊ディアスポラ・ナショナリズム、ディアスポラ・ナショナリスト Diaspora Nationalism, 
Diaspora Nationalist   
 ☞ドゥブノフ、シモン 
 


































＊ハスカラー（ユダヤ啓蒙） Haskalah   








＊フォルク（民衆／民族）  folk 
 Solon Beinfeld and Harry Bochner, eds., Comprehensive Yiddish-English Dictionary (Indiana 
University Press, 2002) によれば、イディッシュ語の folk は英語の nation, people, ethnic 
group, folk に対応する。日本語では民族、民衆、人民など様々に訳しうるが、いずれが
適切かは文脈によって異なる。たとえばマルクス主義政党で自称反ナショナリストの












＊フォルクスパルテイ（民族党）、フォルキスト Folkspartey, Folkists 













＊『フォワード／フォルヴェルツ』  The Forward/ Forverts 
 『フォルヴェルツ』（Forverts）は 1897 年にイディッシュ語話者の社会主義者たちに
よってニューヨークで創刊されたイディッシュ語の日刊紙。ロシア帝国領ベラルーシ
出身のアブラハム・カハン（Abraham Cahan, 1860–1951. 1882 年に移民）が編集長とし






















＊ポアレイ・ツィオン Poale Zion 










距離をとる）に分裂した。ポーランドでは左派が主流で、その党員は TSYSHO や YIVO
などイディシストの文化組織でも活躍した。 
 











＊レイゼン、ザルマン Zalmen Reyzen (1887–1941)  
 イディッシュ語・イディッシュ文学研究者。コイダノフ（現ベラルーシ）生まれ。
イディッシュ作家・文学・出版物の辞典編纂に大きな業績を残した。記念碑的著作で
ある『イディッシュ文学・定期刊行物・文献学事典』全 4 巻（1926−1929 年）は、現在






の出版物を編集した。1939 年にソ連当局により逮捕され、1941 年に射殺された。 
 





刊行を強力に後押しした。主著は『イディッシュ語の歴史』全 2 巻（1973 年。イディ
ッシュ語。英訳あり）。 
 ワインライヒは言語学のみならず、社会学や心理学など幅広い分野に造詣が深く、
1930 年代には YIVO でポーランドのユダヤ人青年のアイデンティティを学際的なアプ
ローチで解明するための青年研究のプロジェクトを立ち上げた。これとの関連で、
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